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VALERIE C U M M IN G
U n c le
We re d r i v i n g  to Y o u n g s to w n ,  m y  w i fe  M a v is  and me, fo r  the f u ­
neral o f  a man M a v is  s lept  w i t h  m a n y  years ago, w h o  also happens 
to he her  unc le .  T h e  f i rs t  t im e  I heard abo u t  th is ,  i t  sounded  l i ke 
the s tu f f  o f  d a y t im e  ta lk  shows, whe re  people l unge  o u t  o f  th e i r  
seats to  k i c k  each o th e r  s asses and every t h i r d  w o r d  is b leeped o u t  
by the censor,  b u t  a c tu a l l y  m y  w i f e ’s unc le  was o n l y  her  unc le  by 
mar r iage,  and a mar r iage  tha t  d i d n ’t last very  lo n g  to b o o t ,  so i t ’s 
not  as d r a m a t i c  a s i t u a t i o n  as i t  seems at f i rs t .  Never the less,  i t ’s 
the k i n d  o f  t h i n g  M a v is  doesn' t  l ike to ta lk  ab o u t  m u c h .  I d i d n ’t 
k n o w  a b o u t  i t  w hen  1 m a r r ied  her, t h o u g h  o f  course i t  w o u l d n ' t  
have made a d i f fe rence  i f  1 had. She’s made  her  mis takes and I 've 
made m ine .  I t ’s l i ke I a lways tel l  her :  we re too  o ld  to s tar t  p re ­
t e n d in g  n o w  tha t  we d o n ’t have a past.
For the f i r s t  h u n d r e d  mi les o r  so, th i s  t r i p  feels l i ke  a b i t  
o f  a vaca t ion :  last t im e  we to o k  a lo n g  d r i v e  l i ke  th is ,  jus t  the tw o  
of  us, i t  was to N iagara  Falls f o r  o u r  h o n e y m o o n .  O n  o u r  way 
up we d r o p  in on Kat ie ,  m y  e ig h t - y e a r -o ld  daugh te r ,  w h o  l ives 
w i t h  m y  e x -w i fe  G la dys  in C o l u m b u s ,  jus t  to say he l lo ,  and af te r  
th a t  t he re ’s s o m e th i n g  e x c i t i n g  ab o u t  i t  be ing  just  the tw o  o f  us 
on the open road,  th o u g h  o u r  d e s t in a t io n  isn ’t exac t ly  a t h r i l l i n g  
one. A t  hom e,  I asked M av is  w h y  we had to go in the f i r s t  place.
I he o ld  bas ta rd ’s n o t  even y o u r  unc le  a n y m o r e , ’ I said, w h i c h  
is t rue ,  t h o u g h  o f  course I k n o w  bet ter .  M a v i s ’s f a m i l y  is Russian 
O r t h o d o x ;  her  g randp a re n ts  were f r o m  the o ld  c o u n t r y  and  d i d n ’t 
even speak Eng l i sh ,  and the w o r d  f a m i l y  has a b ro ade r  d e f i n i t i o n  
fo r  her  than  i t  does fo r  me. As M a v is  is f o n d  o f  p o i n t i n g  o u t ,  I 
can' t  even b r i n g  m y s e l f  to send G ladys  a C h r i s t m a s  card, and we 
shared six years and a d a u g h te r  together .  In the car, I t r y  reach­
ing fo r  M a v i s ’s hand and,  w hen  she ignores me, set t le f o r  p u t t i n g  
m in e  on her t h i g h ,  th o u g h  she just  keeps on  s ta r ing  o u t  the w i n ­
d o w  l i ke  she’s in the car al l  by  hersel f .  In al l  o f  the s i lence I get
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to t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  he r  family.  W e ’re s t ay ing  th e  w e e k e n d  w i t h  he r  
m o t h e r ,  w h i c h  m e a n s  we 11 e n d  up r u n n i n g  i n t o  h e r  s is ter,  o n e  
o i  m y  least  favor i te  peo p le  in the  w o r ld ,  a n d  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  t h a t  
kills w h a te v e r  jovial  v a c a t io n  m o o d  1 h ad  so t h a t  b e f o re  l o n g  we 
are b o t h  jus t  s t a r in g  o u t  the  w in d o w ,  l ike tw o  s t r a n g e r s  w h o  h a p ­
pen to f i n d  th em se lves  s h a r in g  a seat  on  a bus .
An h o u r  o u t  o f  Y o u n g s to w n  we s to p  at  a b a r  for l u n c h .  
“T h i s  is silly, Mav is  c o m p l a i n s  in the  b o o t h ,  s p r e a d i n g  a p a p e r  
n a p k i n  over  her  si lk p a n t s u i t .  “ I her e  11 be  m o u n t a i n s  of fo o d  all 
a f t e r n o o n . ”
“ f m  h u n g r y  now,  I say, w h i c h  is a lie, t h o u g h  I a m  in 
nee d  o f  a d r i n k .  I o r d e r  a d o u b l e  s h o t  of Jack D a n ie l s  a n d  a w h i t e  
w in e  for Mavi s ,  her  favor i te ,  t h o u g h  over  the  years  I ’ve f o u n d  
th a t  the  m o r e  I d r i n k ,  the  less she t e n d s  to.  As t h e  w i n e  w o r k s  its 
way t h r o u g h  her,  Mavi s  s tar ts  te l l in g  s to r ie s  a b o u t  g r o w i n g  u p  in 
Y o u n g s to w n :  the  c o n s t a n t  h u m  of th e  steel  mi l l s  at  t h e  b o t t o m  
o f  the  hill she  l ived on ,  a n d  s w i m m i n g  at th e  p u b l i c  p o o l ,  a n d  
the  a b a n d o n e d  a m u s e m e n t  pa rk ,  r i d d l e d  w i th  gangs ,  w h e r e  h ig h  
schoo l  k ids  used to go to screw u n d e r  the  s k e l e to n s  o f  f o r g o t t e n  
coas te rs .  I ’m h o p i n g  she w on ' t  ge t  to o  d r u n k  a n d  s t a r t  t a l k i n g  
a b o u t  he r  un c le ,  the  d e a d  o ne .  I ’ve h ea rd  the  s to ry  o n l y  o n c e ,  a n d  
th a t  was e n o u g h  for me.  Mav is  was s e v e n te e n ,  a n d  h e r  a u n t  a n d  
u n c l e  were  over  for d i n n e r .  H e  t o u c h e d  her  th ig h  u n d e r  th e  t ab le ,  
a n d  t h e n  la ter  t h a t  n i g h t  he  p r e t e n d e d  it was an a c c i d e n t  w h e n  he 
w a lk ed  in o n  her  g e t t i n g  u n d r e s s e d  for bed .  H e  was y o u n g ,  M av is  
to ld  m e th a t  t i m e  — she was d r u n k  t h e n ,  t o o  -  in his late tw e n t i e s .  
“C h a r m i n g , ” she said.  “ I was f la t t e red . '  At t h e  t i m e  I s t o p p e d  
her,  to ld  her  t h a t  was all I w a n t e d  to know,  a n d  I ve nev e r  a sked 
to hea r  th e  s to ry  again  s ince .  It's an a r r a n g e m e n t  t h a t  w o r k s  o u t  
well  b e tw e e n  us: I d o n ’t ask a b o u t  her  pas t  af fai rs ,  a n d  she  d o e s n ’t 
ask a b o u t  G lad y s ,  w h i c h  is g o o d  b ecau se  t h e n  I ’d have  to tell her  
a b o u t  w h a t  all w e n t  w r o n g ,  the  d r i n k i n g  a n d  n eg lec t  t h a t  led  to
Cumming
G l a d y s  c a l l i n g  m e  a n o - g o o d  f a t h e r  b e f o r e  k i c k i n g  m e  o u t  o n  t h e  
s t r ee t .  Pa r t  o f  w h a t  w o r k s  b e t w e e n  m e  a n d  M a v i s  is t h a t  we  ca n  
p u t  all o f  t h a t  in t h e  p a s t  b e h i n d  us.
Back  in t h e  car ,  we  d r i v e  o v e r  a s ma l l  l ake  a n d  pa s t  m a n y  
o f  t h e  s t eel  mi l l s  o f  M a v i s ’s s t o r i e s ,  n o w  l o n g  a b a n d o n e d ,  tal l  a n d  
g r ay  l ike s t r e a k s  o f  r a in  o n  a w i n d s h i e l d .  Be c a u s e  we  s t o p p e d  o f f  
for  f o o d  we  re r u n n i n g  a l i t t l e  l a t e ,  so i n s t e a d  o f  d r o p p i n g  o u r  
s t u f f  o f f  a t  h e r  m o t h e r ’s h o u s e  f i rs t ,  w e  d r i v e  s t r a i g h t  t o  t h e  f u ­
ner a l  h o m e .  A l r e a d y  t h e  e m p t y  ca r s  a r e  l i n e d  u p  b e h i n d  a b l a c k  
l i m o u s i n e ,  c h e a p - l o o k i n g  m a g n e t i c  f lags s t u c k  to  t h e i r  r oof s ,  all 
r e a d y  for  t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  to  t h e  c e me t e r y .  I n s i d e ,  t h e  p l a c e  is b u s t ­
i ng  w i t h  p e o p l e  in d a r k  s u i t s  a n d  dr e s se s ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  f act  t h a t  
i t ’s J u n e  a n d  n e a r l y  n i n e t y  d e g r e e s  o u t s i d e ;  e v e r y o n e  is w a l k i n g  
a r o u n d ,  t a l k i n g  to  e a c h  o t h e r  l ike  t h e y ’re at  a pa r t y ,  e x c e p t  for  
t h e  o l d e s t  o n e s ,  w h o  si t  in t h e i r  w h e e l c h a i r s  p a r k e d  r i g h t  u p  nex t  
to t h e  ca s k e t ,  as if s t a n d i n g  in l i ne  for  a s h o w  t h e y  d o n ’t w a n t  to 
mi ss .  I p o i n t  t h e m  o u t  t o  Ma v i s :  “ I gues s  i f  a n y  o f  t h e m  d r o p s  
d e a d  t o d a y  t h i s  is t h e  r i g h t  p l ace  t o  b e , ” I say,  t r y i n g  to  h i d e  m y  
s m i l e  b e h i n d  m y  h a n d .
“ H u s h ,  s h e  says .  “ You s me l l  l ike wh i s k e y .
I p r e t e n d  to  l o o k  a r o u n d  for  h e r  m o t h e r ,  t h o u g h  real ly  
I ’m c h e c k i n g  fo r  M a v i s ’s s i s ter ,  G w e n d o l y n ,  w h o  I k n o w  is h e r e  
s o m e p l a c e .  S h e ’s a f ew yea r s  o l d e r  t h a n  M a v i s  a n d ,  b e c a u s e  o f  
t h a t ,  t h i n k s  s h e  has  a r i g h t  t o  c o m m e n t  o n  e v e r y t h i n g  i n  M a v i s ’s 
l i fe,  i n c l u d i n g  me .  T w e n t y  yea r s  ago ,  w h e n  I was  st i l l  a v e r y  y o u n g  
m a n ,  I fell in love w i t h  a gi r l  a n d  b e c a u s e  s h e  was  s i x t e e n  a n d  I 
was  t w e n t y ,  h e r  f a t h e r  k i c k e d  m y  ass a n d  t h e n  p u l l e d  s o m e  s t r i n g s  
t o  ge t  m e  p u t  o n  a n a t i o n a l  l ist  o f  s exua l  o f f e n d e r s .  I t o l d  M a v i s  
t h i s  a n d  s h e  t o l d  h e r  s i s ter ,  a n d  s i n c e  t h e n  G w e n d o l y n  has  n o t  
let  m e  w i t h i n  f i f ty feet  o f  h e r  c h i l d ,  as if I a m  s o m e  k i n d  o f  c h i l d  
m o l e s t e r  o r  t h e  k i n d  o f  g u y  w h o  s i t s  a r o u n d  p l a y g r o u n d s  g e t t i n g  
hi s  k i cks  o u t  o f  t a k i n g  p i c t u r e s  o f  l i t t l e  gi r l s .  I t ’s a s h a m e ,  t oo ,
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be c ause  her  d a u g h t e r ,  Amy,  is a swee t  l i t t le  t h i n g .  She's g o o d  at 
school  a n d  looks  a lot  l ike I i m a g i n e  M av is  l o o k e d  w h e n  she  was 
t h a t  age, f reck led  a n d  lean.
Before G w e n d o l y n  f o u n d  o u t  a b o u t  me,  I used  to p ick  
A m y  up  f r om  p re sch o o l  s o m e t i m e s  w h e n  he r  p a r e n t s  w e re  to o  
bu sy  o r  w o r k i n g ,  s ince  they  o n l y  live a b o u t  a h a l l - h o u r  f r o m  M a ­
vis a n d  me.  I ’d take  he r  to M c D o n a l d ’s for a H a p p y  Mea l  even 
t h o u g h  she  w a s n ’t s u p p o s e d  to ea t  an y  m ea t ,  a n d  t h e n  u sua l ly  
we’d go for a dr ive  s o m ep la c e .  I m  a b ig fan of garage  sales -  i t s  
t ru ly  a m a z i n g  w h a t  s o m e  p e o p le  will  give aw ay  lor  p e n n i e s  — a n d  
m a n y  t imes  I d take  A m y  w i th  me as I d ro ve  a r o u n d  s e a r c h i n g  lo r  
g o o d  ones .  She l iked d ig g in g  t h r o u g h  boxes  of f i i t y - c e n t  s t u f f e d  
a n im a l s  whi l e  I lo o k e d  at  tools  an d  o t h e r  h o u s e h o l d  s tuff ,  a n d  
usua l ly  I ’d bu y  her  w h a te v e r  she  w a n t e d ,  t h o u g h  I h a d  a p r e t t y  
g o o d  idea  t h a t  G w e n d o l y n  w o u l d  jus t  t h r o w  it all o u t  a n y w a y  
the  s ec o n d  I d r o p p e d  A m y  off at h o m e .  M y o w n  d a u g h t e r  has 
always p re fe rr ed  G ladys  to me,  even as a baby, a n d  so it was  n ice  
to s p e n d  t im e  w i th  a l i t t le  girl  w h o  l iked  th e  s am e  t h i n g s  I d id ,  
w h o  was h a p p y  jus t  d r i v i n g  a r o u n d  c o u n t r y  ro ads  e a t i n g  G h i c k e n  
M c N u g g e t s  an d  l i s t e n in g  to  w h a te v e r  ga rb ag e  h a p p e n e d  to c o m e  
on the  rad io .  But  all o f  t h a t ’s over  now,  lo n g  over ;  even M av is  isn t 
a l lowed  to go a n y w h e r e  nea r  her  o w n  niece ,  a n d  she  a n d  G w e n ­
d o ly n  d o n ’t even speak to each o t h e r  ex cep t  o n c e  or  tw ice  a year,  
at  C h r i s t m a s  a n d  at  fu ne ra l s  l ike th is  one .
E v en tu a l l y  M av i s ’s m o t h e r  c o m e s  ove r  to  say hel lo ,  a n d  
asks i f w e ’ve been up  to th e  co f f i n  yet  to pay o u r  last  re spect s .  
1 his is s o m e t h i n g  else a b o u t  M a v i s ’s fa m i ly  I ve neve r  m a n a g e d  
to get  used to: the  way th ey  p u t  dea d  b o d ie s  in o p e n  boxes  for  all 
the  w o r ld  to a d m i re .  E v e ryone  in my fam i ly  gets  c r e m a t e d ;  the  
way I see it, th is  is e i t h e r  b ecause  of a lack o f  f u n d s  o r  a lack of 
fa ith or  b o t h ,  a l t h o u g h  I ’ve a lways  felt  t h e r e ’s a c e r t a i n  d i g n i t y  to 
it, no m a k e u p  or  e m b a l m i n g  f lu id  r e q u i r ed .  W h a t  gets  me to o  are
the  th in g s  peop le  t h i n k  to  p u t  i n t o  the  c o f f i n  w i t h  the  body ,  as i f  
the dead person is K i n g  I u t  and  w i l l  need f ra m e d  p h o t o g r a p h s  o f  
th e i r  g r a n d c h i l d r e n  o r  t h e i r  l u c k y  g o l f  shoes in the  n e x t  l i fe .  B u t  
M a v i s  takes m y  hand  and says, “ W e l l ,  we m i g h t  as we l l  go see the 
o ld  basta rd ,  r i g h t ? ’ and nudges me t o w a r d  the c o f f i n  anyway .
1 h o ld  M a v i s ’s h a n d  in  l i ne ,  and  w h e n  i t ’s o u r  t u r n  1 s tand 
j nex t  to  he r  as she peers ins ide .  I he dead u n c le  is y o u n g e r  t han  I 
w o u l d  have expec ted ,  h a n d s o m e  even,  his h a i r  n o t  q u i t e  al l  the 
( w ay  s i l ver  yet ,  and leaner  th a n  I am ,  t h o u g h  th a t  is p r o b a b l y  a 
side ef fec t  o f  the  cancer . I l o o k  at th is  m a n  l y i n g  in the  c o f f i n  
and t r y  to  im a g i n e  h i m  h o l d i n g  and k iss in g  m y  w i fe ,  k n o w i n g ,  
l i k e  I do ,  the  d im p l e s  in the  sides o f  her  t h i g h s  and  the  t i n y  m o le  
on  the  smal l  o f  her  back .  I steal a g lance at M a v is ,  b u t  she’s as 
s tone - fa ced  as a lways.  H e r  lack o f  e m o t i o n a l i t y  at h o m e  can d r i v e  
me nu ts ,  espec ia l l y  d u r i n g  a r g u m e n ts ,  b u t  th is  is one  o f  the t im es  
w h e n  I ’m g ra te fu l  f o r  i t .  I t r y  to  keep m y  face n e u t ra l  t o  m a tc h  
hers. I keep on  h o l d i n g  her  h and  as we kiss her  a u n t ,  w h o  is s i t ­
t i n g  in a f o l d i n g  c h a i r  near  the  head o f  th e  c o f f i n  -  a p p a r e n t l y  
s ince n e i t h e r  she n o r  the  u nc le  ever r e m a r r i e d  she has been as­
s igned the  ro le  o f  the  g r i e v i n g  w i d o w  -  and  as we w a l k  back  to 
o u r  seats, past the  o ld  re la t ives w h o  si t  s ta r i n g  at us w i t h  unsee ing  
eyes f r o m  t h e i r  w h ee lc ha i r s ,  a fe w  o f  t h e m  n od  as i f  to  say, I k n o w  
you .
A f t e r  the fu n e ra l  there is a b ig  w ake  at the a u n t ’s house o u t  i n  
the c o u n t r y .  H e r  backya rd  is huge ,  b o r d e r i n g  w h a t  lo o ks  l i ke  a 
c o u p le  o f  p r i v a t e l y - o w n e d  fa rms.  M y  peop le  are f r o m  C i n c i n n a t i  
as far  back as I can r e m e m b e r ,  and  1 never  can get used to  the 
s igh t  o f  a b u n c h  of  l and  al l  s t re tc he d  o u t  t h a t  way, l i k e  the  ocean. 
T h e  e n t i r e  back p o rc h  o f  the  a u n t s  house is l i n e d  w i t h  tables 
f u l l  o f  fo o d  and bo w ls  o f  p u n c h  and  p i les  o f  w h i t e  l i n e n  n a p k i n s  
ar ranged  in pe r fec t  rows,  e v e r y t h i n g  set o u t  and w a i t i n g  f o r  us,
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al m os t  as i f  the  fu ne ra l  was just  a d e t o u r  to give t h e m  t i m e  to  set 
up  the  party.  I tell Mavis  t h a t  an d  she wh ispe r s ,  D o n ’t be crass .” 
H e r  mascara  is s t reaked  f rom w h en  she cr ied  d u r i n g  th e  service ,  at  
the  par t  at the  en d  w he re  the  pries t  s ings  Ave M a r i a  a n d  e v e ry o n e  
always cries.  T h e  fun e ra l  was an o d d  exp e r i e n ce  for  me.  M a n y  
t imes  I ’ve sat  t h r o u g h  s imi la r  services  w i th  Mavi s ,  s t a r i n g  at  the  
coff in a n d  w o n d e r i n g  i f the  per son really w o u l d  get  i n to  heaven ,  
as the  pries t  was saying.  1 his t ime ,  t h o u g h ,  I was p r e t t y  c e r t a in  
t ha t  he w o u l d n t ,  no  m a t t e r  h o w  m a n y  prayer s  th ey  c h a n t e d  a n d  
how  m u c h  incense  they  s w u n g  over  his body. M a r r i e d  m e n  w h o  
sleep wi th  y o u n g  girls,  especia l ly  those  w h o  are re la ted  to t h e m ,  
d o n ’t m ake l ikely c a n d id a t e s  for e te rnal  s a l vat ion.  Bu t  yo u  w o u l d  
never  have k n o w n  th a t  f rom all o f  the  w a i l i n g  t h a t  was g o i n g  on  
in tha t  c h u r c h ,  Mavis  in c lu d ed ,  t h o u g h  1 im a g in e  t h a t  it was her  
gui l t  m a k i n g  her  cry as m u c h  as a n y t h i n g  else.
We help  ourse lves  to co ld  cu ts  a n d  take  a seat  at  o n e  of 
the  p i cnic  rabies set up  in the  yard ,  nex t  to Mavi s  s m o t h e r  an d  
her  a u n t  lanice ,  the  d ivo rc ed  widow.  J an ice  is w e a r i n g  a low-  
cut  b louse ,  p lay ing  a b s e n t m i n d e d l y  w i th  the  cruc i f ix  a r o u n d  he r  
neck,  an d  saying,  “ He w o u l d n t  have be en  h a l f - b a d  i f  it h a d n t  
been for the  g am b l in g .  O t h e r  t h a n  tha t ,  I h a d  no c o m p l a i n t s . ”
“ He co u ld  have been an a l c o h o l i c , ” M a v i s ’s m o t h e r  says, 
lo o k in g  at me a l i t t le  s ideways.
“Yes, he co u ld  have , ’’ agrees  J an ice .  “ I ha t  w o u l d  have 
been a lot w o rse . ’
I t ry to ch a n g e  the  s ub jec t  by a sk in g  J an i ce  a b o u t  the  
farms  th a t  back up  again s t  her  p ro pe r t y ,  b e y o n d  a l ine  o f  ev e r ­
green t rees a n d  s t r e t c h i n g  o u t  as far as the  h o r i z o n .  “S o y b ean ,  
mostly,  she says. “S o m e  cat t le  too ,  t h o u g h  the  l a n d  h e r e ’s n o t  
m u c h  go od  for g raz in g . ’
A few tables  over,  A m y sits w i th  her  p a r e n t s ,  w e a r i n g  a 
frilly navy blue  dress th a t  I k n o w  has to be m a k i n g  he r  m i s e ra b l e
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in t he  heat .  S h e ’s po l i t e  as a lways,  t a l k i ng  to t he  o t h e r  a du l t s  at  
t he i r  t able ,  n o d d i n g  away l ike a m i n i a t u r e  g r o w n - u p .  I t ’s t er r ibl e ,  
h o w  G w e n d o l y n  t r ies to s t i f le t he  ch i l d  r i gh t  o u t  o f  her.  I n u d g e  
Mavi s ,  b u t  s h e s  still  l ocked in c o n v e r s a t i on  wi t h  t he  a u n t .
“ He  always  l iked y o u , ” J an i ce  says to Mavis .  “ He  always 
had a sof t  spo t  for  you.  He  to ld  me  o n c e  t ha t  he wi s he d  w e ’d had  
a d a u g h t e r  o f  o u r  own  to spoi l ,  t h a t ’s h ow  h i gh l y  he t h o u g h t  o f  
y o u . ”
I de c i de  t h a t ’s my  cue  to head  back  to t he  p o r c h  for  a 
d r i n k ,  t h o u g h  I can feel Mavi s  w a t c h i n g  me  go,  her  d i s a p p r o v i n g  
eyes.  I 'm h e l p i n g  mys e l f  to s o m e  Jack and  m o p p i n g  o f f  m y  fo re ­
head wi t h  a n a p k i n  w h e n  I hea r  Jan i ce  again:  “ Now,  t he  b e d r o o m  
was a d i f f e r e n t  story.  I he b e d r o o m ,  at  least ,  was o n e  pl ace  whe r e  
t her e  was never  a p r o b l e m . ”
I walk  o u t  across  t he  yard ,  pas t  wh e r e  J a n i c e  a n d  Mavi s  
are y a p p i n g  away,  pas t  Amy,  w h o  smi l es  up  at  me  as I go by. I ’m 
t h i n k i n g ,  for  no reason at  all,  a b o u t  Gl a dys ,  a b o u t  h o w  t h i ngs  
were  be t we e n  us t he  n i g h t  we go t  m a r r i e d  f i f t een years  ago,  w h e n  
we c o u l d n ’t even wa i t  to get  ups t a i r s  to o u r  r o o m  a n d  e n d e d  up  
c o n s u m m a t i n g  t he  wh o l e  t h i n g  r i gh t  t he r e  in t he  f ancy m e n ’s 
r o o m o u t s i d e  t he  H i l t o n ’s Si lver  Ba l l r oom.  All o f  t ha t  pass ion,  
a nd  look whe r e  it go t  us.  I ’ve always  a p p r e c i a t e d  Mavi s  for  t ha t  
r eason,  for  her  even keel ,  her  lack o f  h i ghs  a n d  lows,  b u t  t he  
t h o u g h t  of he r  h a v i n g  t ha t  k i nd  o f  pass i on  wi t h  s o m e  o t h e r  guy,  
a c o rps e  n o  less, is m a k i n g  me  crazy.
I wa l k  o u t  a l ong  t he  edges  of t he  f ields,  wh e r e  t he  grass 
is c u t  s ho r t .  I ve s m o k e d  a n d  d r a n k  for  m o s t  o f  my  life, and  I’ve 
never  been  o ne  for  exercise,  a n d  the  hea t  c o m b i n e d  wi t h  t he  w a l k ­
ing makes  e v e r y t h i n g  b l u r r y  a n d  a l i t t le bi t  hazy.  O n c e  or  twice  I 
t h i n k  I m i g h t  t h r o w up,  b u t  I keep on go i ng ,  o u t  to a low fence 
wi t h  a g r o u p  of ca t t l e  on  t he  o t h e r  side,  just  lazi ly m u n c h i n g  on 
t he  s t u b b l y  grass.  I ha t  s w h e n  I hea r  s o m e o n e  p u s h i n g  t h r o u g h
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the  weeds  b e h i n d  me,  a n d  t u r n  a r o u n d  an d  see A m y  s t a n d i n g  
there ,  her  w h i t e  t igh ts  all s c r a t c h ed  up a n d  m u d d y .  S h e ’s a g o o d  
head tal ler  t h a n  she was the  last t im e  I saw her ;  l ike K a n e ,  she  s 
g ro w in g  up  too fast. Already,  G ladys  tells me,  boys  are ca l l i n g  the  
ho u s e  for Katie,  a sk ing  a b o u t  h o m e w o r k  a s s i g n m e n t s .  You let 
her  talk to them ? I d e m a n d e d  w h e n  she  t irst  to ld  me,  a n d  she 
rol led  her  eyes an d  asked w h a t  1 w a n t e d  he r  to  do ,  call t h e  cops?
I w o n d e r  i f boys  have s t a r t e d  ca l l ing  a r o u n d  for A m y  yet ,  t h o u g h  
o f  cou r se  t h a t ’s the  k in d  o f  t h i n g  I ’d neve r  be a l low ed  to ask.
We s t an d  there  for  a wh i l e ,  ju s t  w a t c h i n g  th e  cows,  the  
s low way they  chew w i t h o u t  even b o t h e r i n g  to lift  t h e i r  hea ds .  
“T h e y ’re so b ea u t i f u l ,  A m y  brea thes ,  in t h a t  way t h a t  k ids  have 
of b e in g  awed by the  s im p le s t  th ings .
“T h e y  d o n ’t smel l  so great ,  t h o u g h .
She makes  a face at me.  “ H o w  can yo u  eat  t h e m ? ”
“ M ake s  me w a n t  a Big Mac r ight  now,  jus t  l o o k i n g  at  
t h e m ,  I say, g r i n n i n g  at  her. “Hey,  y o u , ” I call to o n e  o f  t h e  b ig  
ones .  “C o m e  on  over  here,  l u n c h . ”
“You re d i sg u s t in g ,  she  says, b u t  s h e ’s sm i l i n g .
“ Your m o m  still got  yo u  ea t i n g  bean  s p r o u t  s a n d w i c h e s  
a n d  tofu?
“ N o t  jus t  t o f u , ” she says. I t ’s an o ld  joke  b e t w e e n  us,  a n d  
I ’m pleased she r e m e m b e r s  it.
“ I hea r  t h e y ’ve got  to fu  ice c rea m  t h a t ’s jus t  f a b u l o u s , ” I 
say. It feels g o o d  to spar  a l i t t le  w i th  her  th is  way, l ike w e ’ve nev er  
been  ap a r t .  “T o fu  pizza,  to fu  c o t t o n  candy.
“C o t t o n  c a n d y ’s n o t  an an im a l  p r o d u c t , ” A m y  says, w i t h  
he r  h a n d s  on her  h ips  in a way th a t  r e m i n d s  me u n c o m f o r t a b l y  o f  
G w e n d o l y n .  “ I can have c o t t o n  ca n d y . ”
“So you can have c o t t o n  c a n d y  b u t  n o t  a t u r k e y  s a n d ­
w ich ?” I shak e my head  at  her.  l he Jack has left  a b a d  t as t e  in my 
m o u t h  a n d  1 sp i t  in to  the  tall grass at  the  edge  o f  th e  fence .
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“S p i t  s t ays  in y o u r  m o u t h , ” A m y  says.
‘See,  t h i s  is t h e  c o u n t r y ,  t h o u g h , ” I say.  “ I t ’s o k a y  i f  y o u  
sp i t  in t h e  c o u n t r y .  I t ’s g o o d  f o r  t h e  soi l .
“ Real ly?  s h e  asks ,  b e l i e v i n g  m e  f o r  a s e c o n d  b e f o r e  I w i n k  
at  her .  A n d  t h e n ,  a l m o s t  b e f o r e  I r ea l i ze  I ’m  d o i n g  it ,  I r e a c h  o u t  
a n d  r u f f l e  h e r  h a i r  a l i t t l e  b i t  w i t h  m y  h a n d .  I t ’s a g e s t u r e  t h a t  
r e m i n d s  m e  o f  Ka t i e ,  b a c k  w h e n  s h e  wa s  s ma l l  a n d  s h e  a n d  G l a d y s  
a n d  I w e r e  all st i l l  l i v i n g  t o g e t h e r .  I r e m e m b e r  h e r  c l i m b i n g  i n t o  
b e d  b e t w e e n  us  e a c h  m o r n i n g ,  h o w  I'd r u f f l e  h e r  h a i r  a n d  t i ck l e  
h e r  a r m p i t s  u n t i l  s h e  wa s  k i c k i n g  so m u c h  t h a t  G l a d y s  w o u l d  give  
u p  a n d  ge t  o u t  o f  b e d .  B u t  t h e  m i n u t e  I t o u c h  A m y ,  s h e  f l i n c h e s  
a n d  s t e p s  away,  a m o t i o n  so s u d d e n  a n d  a l m o s t  v i o l e n t  t h a t  e v e n  
t h e  c o w s  s e e m  to s t o p  c h e w i n g  t o  n o t i c e  it.
“ M y  m o m  says  y o u  re n e v e r  s u p p o s e d  to  t o u c h  m e , ” s he  
says ,  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  g r o u n d .  “ N e v e r ,  n o t  ev e r . ”
“ We l l ,  y o u r  m o m  says  a l o t  o f  t h i n g s .  T h a t  d o e s n ' t  m a k e  
t h e m  t r u e . ” I c a n  feel  t h e  a n g e r  w e l l i n g  u p  in m e ,  c h o k i n g  m e  
in t h e  t h r o a t  a n d  b e h i n d  t h e  eyes ,  b u t  t h e r e ’s n o  s e n s e  i n  l e t t i n g  
it o u t  a t  A m y ;  s h e ’s j us t  a l i t t l e  gi r l  a f t e r  al l ,  a n d  o n l y  r e p e a t i n g  
w h a t  s h e ’s b e e n  t o l d .  I n s t e a d ,  I t r y  t o  s mi l e .  “ You k n o w  I ’ve g o t  
a l i t t l e  gi r l  t o o ,  r i gh t ?  Ka t i e .  S h e ’s e i g h t . ” I ge t  o u t  m y  w a l l e t  t o  
sec i f  I ve g o t  a p i c t u r e ,  b u t  t h e  o n l y  o n e  I h a v e  is all f r a y e d ,  a n d  
b e s i d e s  i t ’s at  l eas t  t w o  yea r s  o u t  o f  d a t e .  So i n s t e a d  I g r a b  a f ive 
o u t  o f  m y  b i l l f o l d  a n d  h a n d  it t o  Amy .  “ H e r e  y o u  g o , ” I say.  “ B u y  
y o u r s e l f  a real  i ce c r e a m  w h e n  y o u r  m a m a  isn' t  l o o k i n g .
S h e  l o o k s  d o w n  at  t h e  bi l l  in h e r  h a n d ,  t u r n s  it o v e r  o n c e  
o r  t w i c e  l i ke  s h e  d o e s n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  t o  m a k e  o f  it,  a n d  r e a c h e s  it 
b a c k  o u t  t o  me .  “ H e r e ,  s h e  says .  “ I d o n ' t  h a v e  a n y  p o c k e t s .
“ He l l ,  y o u  d o n ' t  n e e d  a p o c k e t , ” I say,  w i p i n g  a f i s t fu l  of  
s we a t  o u t  o f  m y  eyes .  “J u s t  f o l d  it u p  a n d  p u t  it in y o u r  s h o e  o r  
s o m e p l a c e . ”
S h e  k e e p s  o n  h o l d i n g  it o u t .  “ I c a n ' t ,  t h o u g h , ” s h e  says ,
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h e r  v o ic e  w h i n y ,  l ike  a t  a n y  s e c o n d  s h e  m i g h t  s t a r t  c r y i n g .  "I c a n ' t  
t a k e  m o n e y  f r o m  -  ” S h e  s t a r t s  to  say  “ f r o m  s t r a n g e r s , "  b u t  a t  t h e
last  s e c o n d  sh e  c h a n g e s  it to ,  “ F r o m  a n y o n e .
“ Wel l ,  I ’m n o t  a n y o n e , ” I say, f e e l i n g  m o r e  a n g r y  t h a n  I 
k n o w  1 s h o u l d .  “ I ’m y o u r  g o d d a m n e d  u n c l e . ” S h e  h a n d s  t h e  b i l l  
b a c k  to  m e  a n d  I toss  it i n t o  t h e  grass .  “ E i t h e r  y o u  t a k e  it  o r  t h e  
cow's ea t  i t , ” I say, t r y i n g  to  m a k e  l i g h t ,  l ike  1 m  j o k i n g .  Your  
c h o i c e .
I w a t c h  h e r  w a t c h i n g  t h e  f ive d o l l a r s  j u s t  s i t t i n g  t h e r e  in 
t h e  grass ,  t o s s i n g  b a c k  a n d  l o r t h  a l i t t l e  b i t  in t h e  h u m i d  b r e e z e .  
The s t e n c h  o f  c o w  is t h i c k  a r o u n d  us,  a n d  ye t  all 1 w a n t  to  d o  
r i g h t  now ,  in th i s  m o m e n t ,  is h o p  t h e  f e n c e  a n d  lose  m y s e l l  a m o n g  
t h e m ,  w r a p  m y  a r m s  a r o u n d  t h e m ,  l e an  m y  lace  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  
w a r m ,  b r o w n  s ide s ,  feel t h e i r  h e a r t s  v i b r a t i n g  d e e p  in t h e  c a v e r n s  
o l  t h e i r  b o d i e s .  B u t  i n s t e a d  I k e e p  o n  s t a n d i n g  t h e r e ,  w a t c h i n g  as 
A m y  s ta re s  a t  t h a t  m o n e y  w i t h  a l o o k  o n  h e r  lace  l ike  s h e  s t r y i n g  
to  d e c i d e  b e t w e e n  g o o d  a n d  ev il ,  l ife a n d  d e a t h ;  t h e n  s h e  t u r n s  
a w a y  a n d  h e a d s  b a c k  in t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  p a r t y ,  p i c k i n g  h e r  w a y  
c a r e f u l l y  to  k e e p  I r o m  g e t t i n g  h e r  t i g h t s  e v e n  d i r t i e r .  I k n o w  t h a t  
1 s h o u l d  say  s o m e t h i n g  to  h e r  r i g h t  t h e n .  M a y b e  I c o u l d  r e m i n d  
h e r  o f  t h e  g o o d  t i m e s  we  u s e d  to  h a v e  t o g e t h e r  o n c e ,  o r  as k  h e r  
a b o u t  s c h o o l .  B u t  i t ’s b e e n  t o o  l o n g  l o r  m e  to  k n o w  w h a t  to  say, 
a n d  so i n s t e a d  I ju s t  w a t c h  h e r  leave ,  t h e  w e i g h t  o l  h e r  a l m o s t  t o o  
s l i g h t  e v e n  to d i v i d e  t h e  grasses .  W h e n  s h e ’s a l m o s t  t o o  l a r  g o n e ,  
I cal l  a f te r  her .  “ Hey,  I say, c u p p i n g  m y  h a n d s  a r o u n d  m y  m o u t h .  
“ You w a n t  to  go  fo r  a r i d e ? ”
“ N o , ” she  ca l l s  b a c k .  T h e  A m y  1 r e m e m b e r  f r o m  t h e  
o ld  da ys  w as  a lw ays  ful l  o f  s t o r i e s  a n d  c h a t t e r ,  h e r  m o u t h  n e v ­
er s t o p p e d  m o v i n g ,  b u t  n o w  s h e ’s l ike  a s m a l l e r  v e r s i o n  o f  h e r  
m o t h e r ,  all t e n s e  a n d  b u t t o n e d - u p ,  l ike  sh e  e v e n  l o r g e t s  h o w  to  
sm i l e .  I leel  t h e  J a c k  s l o s h i n g  a r o u n d  in m y  s t o m a c h  a n d  t o y  w i t h  
t h e  i dea  o f  p u k i n g ,  b u t  I k n o w  t h a t  w o u l d n ’t h e l p  m a t t e r s  m u c h ,
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so i n s t e a d  I jus t  b o u n d  a l o n g  a f t e r  he r  l ike a p u p p y  in t he  grass,  
s u r p r i s e d  at  m y  o w n  s peed .  She  just  s t a n d s  t he r e ,  w a t c h i n g  me  
c o m e ,  l ike s h e ’s t o o  s h o c k e d  to move .  I have  a b o u t  t wo  s e c o n d s  to 
d e c i d e  w h a t  I ’m g o i n g  to d o  w h e n  I get  to her.  I don ' t  w a n t  to go 
hack  to t h e  par ty ,  t ha t  m u c h  is for  sure .  Ma v i s  wil l  be all pi ssed 
at me  for  d r i n k i n g  a n d  l eav i ng  he r  a l one ,  l ike I 'm s uc h  an e m b a r ­
r as s me n t  to her ,  w h e n  I ’m  t he  o n e  w h o  has  s p e n t  t he  w h o l e  day  
s h a k i n g  h a n d s  w i t h  n e a r - s t r a n g e r s ,  w o n d e r i n g  h o w  m a n y  o f  t h e m  
k n o w  t ha t  t he  d e a d  g u y  used  to s leep w i t h  m y  wife.
W h e n  I get  to Amy,  I p i ck  he r  up.  S h e ’s l i gh t e r  in m y  a r ms  
th an I w o u l d  have  e x p e c t e d ;  I p i ck  he r  u p  a n d  s wi n g  he r  a r o u n d  
t he  way  I used  to d o  w i t h  Ka t i e  w h e n  she  was  m a y b e  t h r e e  o r  four .  
I say, “ L e t ’s get  o u t  o f  here ,  go  for  a r ide ,  j us t  y o u  a n d  m e . ”
She  wa i t s  un t i l  I set  he r  d o w n ,  t oo  di zzy  f r o m hea t  a n d  
b o o z e  to s p i n  he r  a n y m o r e ,  a n d  t h e n  t akes  a s t ep  away.  “ T h i s  is a 
f u n e r a l , ’ she  says.  “ You c a n ’t j us t  l eave a f u n e r a l . ”
“Sure  you  c a n , ” I tell  her ,  h a p p i e r  t h a n  I k n o w  I o u g h t  to 
be  t h a t  she  at  least  s e e ms  to be c o n s i d e r i n g  t he  poss ibi l i ty .  “ He l l ,  
t he  b o d y ’s a l r e ady  in t h e  g r o u n d ,  r ight?  W h a t ’s he g o n n a  know?  
A n d  I h a p p e n  to k n o w  t ha t  he was  a p r e t t y  h i g  s o n o f a b i t c h  in t he  
first  p l ace  a n y w a y . ”
“ You c a n ’t say t h a t  a b o u t  d e a d  p e o p l e . ”
“ No?  I knee l  d o w n  in t he  tal l ,  s c r a t ch y  grass  so t h a t  I ’m 
p r ac t i c a l l y  at  he r  level .  Be t we e n  t he  r ow o f  p i n e  t rees  I can see 
p a t c h e s  of  t he  w a k e  stil l  g o i n g  o n ,  d a r k  s po t s  o f  b l ack  m o v i n g  
a r o u n d  t he  ya rd ,  h o t  a n d  b o r e d  h u t  u n w i l l i n g  or  u n a b l e  to leave.  
“ Wel l ,  I m sorry.  I was  r ude .  For g ive  m e . ”
“You s h o u l d  say, I beg  y o u r  p a r d o n .
“ I beg  y o u r  p a r d o n ,  t h e n . ” I r each o u t  m y  h a n d  for  her  to 
s ha ke  a n d  a f t e r  a s e c o n d ,  she  a c t ua l l y  t akes  it: j us t  t h e  f i nge r t i p s ,  
h u t  st i l l ,  i t ’s a s t a r t .  I d o n ’t k n o w  w h a t  it is a b o u t  thi s  k i d  t ha t  
ma ke s  it so i m p o r t a n t  for  me  to w i n  he r  over.  M o s t  k ids  w i t h  he r
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a t t i t u d e  I w o u l d  be  h a p p y  t e l l i n g  t o  j us t  f u c k  off .  M a y b e  i t s  all  
t h o s e  a f t e r n o o n s  we  u s e d  t o  s p e n d  in m y  t r u c k  t o g e t h e r  d r i v i n g  
a r o u n d .  T h o s e  w e r e  g o o d  a f t e r n o o n s .  I he  o n l y  o t h e r  t i m e  I ve 
eve r  b e e n  t h a t  h a p p y  was  w i t h  t h e  gi r l  1 l o v e d  w h e n  I wa s  t w e n t y ,  
t h e  o n e  w h o s e  p a r e n t s  c a l l e d  t h e  c o p s  o n  m e ,  a n d  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  
t i m e  t h e  i r o n y  o f  it h i t s  m e ,  t h a t  t h e  t w o  f e m a l e s  1 ve m o s t  l o v e d  
b e i n g  w i t h  in t h i s  l i fe a re  t h e  t w o  t h a t  I ve b e e n  f o r b i d d e n  t o  see.
“ I ll b u y  y o u  a n y t h i n g  y o u  w a n t ,  I tel l  her .  You w a n t  
s o m e  k i n d  of  t o f u  m i l k s h a k e ,  y o u  g o t  it.  I m  a l r e a d y  p i c t u r i n g  
he r  s i t t i n g  in t h e  c a b  b e s i d e  me ,  t h a t  l o n g  n a v y  b l u e  d r e s s  o f  h e r s  
b i l l o w i n g  a r o u n d  in t h e  w i n d  f r o m  t h e  o p e n  w i n d o w s .  1 p i c t u r e  
h e r  w i g g l i n g  o u t  o f  h e r  r i g h t s  a n d  t h r o w i n g  t h e m  in a s w e a t y  
b u n d l e  u n d e r  t h e  sea t .  I w o n d e r  h o w  l o n g  it w o u l d  t a k e  f o r  a n y ­
o n e  to n o t i c e  w e ’re g o n e ,  h o w  far  we  c o u l d  ge t  b e f o r e  t h e  c o p s  
c a t c h  u p  w i t h  us:  t e n ,  t w e n t y ,  f i f ty mi l es?  I i m a g i n e  us  d r i v i n g  
all t h e  w a y  u p  a r o u n d  t h e  l ake  t o  C a n a d a ,  t o  t h e  l i t t l e  g r o u p  o f  
c r u d d y  c a b i n s  n e a r  N i a g a r a  Fal ls w h e r e  M a v i s  a n d  I w e n t  o n  o u r  
h o n e y m o o n .  T h e  c a b i n s  w e r e n ’t m u c h  t o  l o o k  at ,  it w a s  t r u e ,  b u t  
I ’d  s l eep  o n  t h e  s o g g y  c o u c h  a n d  g i ve  A m y  t h e  b e d ,  a n d  d u r i n g  
t h e  d a y  w e ’d w a l k  a r o u n d  w i t h  all o f  t h e  o t h e r  t o u r i s t s ,  t a k i n g  
p i c t u r e s  o f  t h e  fal ls a n d  d r i n k i n g  h o t  c h o c o l a t e .  “ You e v e r  b e e n  
t o  a wax  m u s e u m ? ’’ I a sk  her .  “ I k n o w  a p l a c e  w i t h  s o m e  o f  t h e  
b es t  wa x  m u s e u m s .  Y o u ’d s w e a r  t h o s e  b a s t a r d s  w e r e  rea l ,  s t a n d i n g  
t h e r e  l o o k i n g  at  y o u .  You w a n t  t o  g o ? ”
“ W h a t ’s a wa x  m u s e u m ? ” s h e  asks ,  s c r e w i n g  u p  h e r  n o s e .
“Ah ,  f o r g e t  it.  Y o u ’re p r o b a b l y  t o o  y o u n g  f o r  t h a t  k i n d  
o f  t h i n g  a n y wa y .  I l i ck m y  l ips  in t h e  h e a t ,  w i s h i n g  f o r  a d r i n k .  
“ W h a t  ar e  y o u  i n t o  t h e s e  days ,  a n y w a y ?  M a k e u p  a n d  b o y s  a n d  
s h i t ? ”
“ Boys? s he  says ,  a n d  l a u g h s ,  a n d  I feel  m y  s h o u l d e r s  r e ­
lax.  Sh e  t h i n k s  a m i n u t e  a n d  says,  “ I t a k e  p i a n o  l e s s ons .  A n d  s o c ­
cer,  e v e r y  M o n d a y ,  W e d n e s d a y ,  a n d  F r i d a y . ”
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I l augh .  “G o n n a  be a j ock ,  are  you?
“ W h a t ’s a j oc k ? ’
“ Like  an  a t h l e t e .
She  s h r u g s ,  b u t  she  l ooks  p r o u d .  “ I l ike p i a n o  be t t e r .
“ W h a t  a b o u t  s c h o o l ? ” 1 ask.  “ You stil l  l i k i ng  t h a t ? ”
She  s h r u g s  aga i n .  “All b u t  m a t h . ”
I t ’s nice ,  s i t t i n g  in t he  grass  t h i s  way,  c h a t t i n g  w i t h  her,  
b u t  I get  t he  f ee l i ng  t h a t  we  re r u n n i n g  o u t  o f  t i m e ,  l ike a n y  m i n ­
u t e  n o w  s o m e o n e  f r o m  t he  par ty ,  G w e n d o l y n  or  Ma v i s  m a y b e ,  
is g o i n g  to  c o m e  l o o k i n g  for  us a n d  wo n ' t  l ike w h a t  t he y  f ind.  
“You sure  a b o u t  t h a t  ride: '  I ask her,  t r y i n g  to m a k e  m y  voi ce  as 
sof t  a n d  g e n t l e  as poss ib l e .  “ I d o n ’t k n o w  a b o u t  yo u ,  b u t  I ve ha d  
e n o u g h  f une r a l  to last  me  a l i f e t i me . ”
“ I II get  in t r o u b l e . ” She  c u t s  he r  eyes at  m e  t h e n  a n d  
adds ,  “ You' l l  ge t  in t r o u b l e . ”
“ For  wha t ?  G o i n g  for  a r ide?
“ W i t h  m e , ” s he  says,  s h a k i n g  he r  h e a d  l ike s h e ’s f r u s t r a t ed  
w i th m e  for  no t  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  “ For  g o i n g  o n  a r ide  w i t h  me.
“A n d  w h y  is t ha t ?  I f  y o u  re so s m a r t . ”
S h e  f idge t s  a l i t t l e ,  p u l l i n g  at  t he  s ides  o f  he r  t i gh t s ,  a n d  
t h e n  says,  in a vo i ce  ba re l y  a bove  a wh i s pe r ,  “ Be c a us e  y o u  re bad .
“ I m wh a t ?  I l ean closer ,  c u p  o n e  h a n d  a r o u n d  m y  ear,  
all of  t he  i nsec t s  in t he  f ield b u z z i n g  so l o u d  all o f  a s u d d e n  t ha t  
I c a n ’t tell if t he  s o u n d  is c o m i n g  f r o m  i ns i de  m y  o w n  head .  “ I ’m 
w h a t ,  l i t t l e  girl? S p e a k  u p . ”
“ B a d , ” s he  says,  a n d  thi s  t i m e  he r  l ip wo b b l e s .
“ B a d ? ” I s t a r t  l a u g h i n g  t h e n ,  be c a us e  I 've b e e n  ca l l ed  
m a n y  t h i n g s  in m y  life,  m o s t l y  by w o m e n ,  b u t  ne ve r  b a d ,  ne ve r  
s o m e t h i n g  so s i m p l e ,  a n d  yet  it h u r t s  m o r e  t h a n  p r e t t y  m u c h  a n y ­
t h i n g  else t h a t  a n y b o d y  has  ever  said a b o u t  me.  “You d o n ’t k n o w  
a n y t h i n g  a b o u t  m e , ” I say.
But  t h e n  A m y  looks  u p  a n d  m e e t s  m y  eyes a n d  i t ’s l ike
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she does  k n o w  me,  l ike she can see every  b a d  t h i n g  1 ve eve r  d o n e ,  
every  r o t t e n  t h o u g h t  in s ide  of m y  ol d  d r u n k  h ea d .  It s m o r e  t h a n  
I can s t a n d ,  he r  l o o k i n g  at  me t h a t  way, so 1 w i p e  m y  h a n d s  ov er  
m y  swea ty  face so t h a t  she w o n t  have to see m e .  ^Mell, t h a t  s 
g re a t , ” I say, all sarcas t ic .  “ W h y  d o n t  y o u  get  a l o n g  o n  o u t  o f
here ,  t h e n ,  i f  I ’m so b a d ? ’
I look u p  a n d  s h e ’s still  s t a n d i n g  th e re ,  w a t c h i n g  m e  t h a t  
way. For a s e c o n d ,  all I w a n t  to d o  is h i t  her.  I ve nev e r  h i t  a 
w o m a n  in my life, b u t  1 im a g i n e  t h a t  th is  is w h a t  p e o p l e  are  fee l ­
ing r ight  before  t h ey  do.  M y  h a n d s  s h ak e  w i t h  it. O e t  o u t  of 
h e r e , ” I say aga in ,  a n d  wave m y  h a n d s  a r o u n d  m y  h e a d  l ike  th e  
crazy p e r s o n  I k n o w  she  t h i n k s  I am .  “ B o o , ” I s h o u t ,  w a g g i n g  m y  
t o n g u e  at  her,  a n d  f inal ly  th is is e n o u g h  to get  h e r  to  t u r n  a n d  r u n  
back  in the  d i r e c t i o n  o f  th e  par ty ,  n o t  w o r r y i n g  a b o u t  k e e p i n g  h e r  
t i gh ts  c lean th is  t im e ,  jus t  r u n n i n g  l ike t h e  devi l  h i m s e l f  is a f te r  
her,  w h i c h  m ay b e ,  a c c o r d i n g  to her  at leas t,  he  is.
M av i s ’s r o o m  is l ike a s h r i n e  to he r  c h i l d h o o d ,  t h o u g h  h e r  m o t h e r  
has m a d e  a n o d  to c h a n g e  by m o v i n g  th e  n i g h t s t a n d  o u t  f r o m  b e ­
twee n the  tw o  tw in  beds  a n d  p u s h i n g  t h e m  nex t  to  ea ch  o t h e r  so 
t h a t  th ey  are a l m o s t ,  b u t  n o t  q u i t e ,  t o u c h i n g .  I h o p  o n t o  o n e  o f  th e  
beds  a n d  wai t  for  Mav is ,  w h o  goes  i n t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  a n d  c o m e s  
a few m i n u t e s  l a te r  w e a r i n g  he r  n i g h t g o w n ,  h e r  h a i r  b r u s h e d  i n t o  
a f luffy b r o w n  c l o u d  a r o u n d  he r  s h o u l d e r s .  She still  i sn’t t a l k i n g  
to  me.  O n e  g reat  t h i n g  a b o u t  Mav is  is t h a t  s h e ’s n o t  t h e  t y p e  o f  
w o m a n  to p lay  gam es ,  to tell yo u  e v e r y t h i n g ’s f ine  w h e n  i t ’s n o t ,  
a n d  s h e ’s also n o t  o n e  to h o l d  a g ru d g e .  O n e  n i g h t  we g o t  i n t o  a 
d i scu ss io n  a b o u t  c h i l d r e n  a n d  I to ld  h e r  I w a s n ’t s u r e  i f  I w a n t e d  
a n o t h e r  o n e  o r  even if I ever  w o u l d ,  a n d  she  c r i e d ,  b u t  she  sti l l  
let me h o ld  her ;  she c u r l e d  he r  b o d y  a r o u n d  m i n e  a n d  let  m e  p u t
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m y  c h i n  o n  t h e  t o p  o f  h e r  h e a d  w h i l e  s h e  b r e a t h e d  s l o w l y  t o  c a l m  
h e r s e l f  d o w n .  T o n i g h t ,  t h o u g h ,  s h e  c l i m b s  i n t o  t h e  o t h e r  t w i n  
b e d  a n d  s n a p s  o f f  t h e  l i g h t  l i ke  s h e ’s t e n  y e a r s  o l d  a g a i n ,  l i ke  I ’m 
n o t  e v e n  l y i n g  t h e r e  o n  t h e  o t h e r  b e d ,  f u l l y  d r e s s e d ,  w a t c h i n g  her .
I t ’s b e e n  t o o  l o n g  s i n c e  I s l e p t  in a t w i n - s i z e d  b e d ,  a n d  
it feel s  d i s t u r b i n g l y  l i ke  l y i n g  in a t o o - n a r r o w  b o x .  N e x t  t o  m e ,  
i n c h e s  away ,  M a v i s  is s t a r i n g  a t  t h e  c e i l i n g ,  b r e a t h i n g .  “ Y o u ’re n o t  
b e i n g  fair ,  I w h i s p e r ,  n o t  e v e n  s u r e  w h a t  I ’m in t r o u b l e  for ,  b u t  
s h e  d o e s n ’t s ay  a n y t h i n g  h a c k .  I t ’s o d d ,  s l e e p i n g  in M a v i s ’s o l d  
b e d ,  s u r r o u n d e d  by  h e r  o l d  s t u f f e d  a n i m a l s  a n d  t r o p h i e s ,  l i s t e n ­
i ng  t o  t h e  f l o o r b o a r d s  c r e a k  as h e r  m o t h e r  m o v e s  a r o u n d  in t h e  
n e x t  r o o m ,  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  f o r  b e d .  I w o n d e r  w h a t  M a v i s  wa s  t h i n k ­
i n g  a b o u t  all  o f  t h e  n i g h t s  t h a t  s h e  s t a r e d  u p  a t  t h i s  c e i l i n g ,  h u g ­
g i n g  t h e  d o l l s  t h a t  n o w  si t  in an  a n t i q u e  r o c k i n g  c h a i r  a g a i n s t  o n e  
wa l l .  I f  it w e r e  d a y l i g h t ,  I c o u l d  see  t h e  s k e l e t o n s  o f  t h e  o l d  s t eel  
mi l l s  f r o m  h e r  w i n d o w ,  t h e  s a m e  r u s t e d  g r a y  as t h e  w i n t e r  sky.  
M a y b e  i t ’s t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  t r a i n s  m o a n i n g  in t h e  d i s t a n c e ,  b u t  
b e i n g  h e r e  a l w a y s  m a k e s  m e  feel  l one l y ,  e v e n  w h e n  M a v i s  a n d  I 
a r e  g e t t i n g  a l o n g .  I l o o k  o v e r  a t  M a v i s  t o  say  s o m e t h i n g ,  b u t  t h e n  
I see  t h a t  s h e ’s c r y i n g .  At  f i r s t  I t h i n k  i t ’s o u t  o f  a n g e r ,  b u t  h e r  
s h o u l d e r s  a r e  s h a k i n g  t o o  h a r d ,  l i ke  s h e  d o e s n ’t c a r e  i f  I see h e r  
o r  n o t ,  a n d  t h e n  I k n o w  t h a t  i t ’s a b o u t  m o r e  t h a n  m e .  It o c c u r s  
t o  m e  t h a t  m a y b e  s h e  l ef t  o u t  a p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y  a b o u t  t h e  d e a d  
u n c l e  w h e n  s h e  t o l d  it t o  m e ,  t h a t  m a y b e  s h e  wa s  in l ove  w i t h  
h i m  t o o ,  all o f  t h o s e  ye a r s  a g o ,  w h e n  s h e  a n d  I w e r e  t e e n a g e r s  in 
t w o  d i f f e r e n t  b e d s  in t w o  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  s t a t e ,  l i v i n g  t w o  
c o m p l e t e l y  d i f f e r e n t  l ives ,  e a c h  of  us  m a k i n g  o u r  o w n  m i s t a k e s .  I 
t h i n k  t h a t  m a y b e  s h e  h a s  b e e n  t r y i n g  t o  tel l  m e  t h i s ,  i n h e r  o w n  
way,  all d a y  l o n g .  I w a n t  t o  tel l  h e r  t h a t  I u n d e r s t a n d .  S o m e t i m e s  
w h e n  I ge t  l o w  I ge t  t o  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  t h a t  gi r l  I l ov e d ,  t h e  o n e  
w h o s e  f a t h e r  g o t  m e  i n t o  t r o u b l e ,  a n d  h o w  s h e  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  
t h e  o n l y  p e r s o n  I ’ve l ov e d  w h o  e v e r  t r u l y  l o v e d  m e  b a c k .  M a y b e
Cumming
Mavis feels the same way abou t  the uncle . M aybe  there  s p len ty  
we shou ld  have been tel l ing each o ther  abou t  ourselves  all a long,  
that  just  because we don  t wan t  to r em e m be r  s o m e t h in g  doesn t 
mean it goes away. So I wai t a m inu te ,  unt i l  her c ry ing  dies d ow n  
a lit tle,  and then I reach for my wife in her c h i l d h o o d  bed ,  reach 
out  across the few inches that  have sp ru n g  up suddenly ,  wide  as 
a valley, between us.
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A li S h a p i r o
U N S E N T  P O S T C A R D
I t ’s n o t  t ha t  I miss  you ,  I jus t  w a n t  to keep  
t e l l i ng  you  e v e r y t h i n g .  H o w  t h e  girls  here  
are lovely,  a n d  c ov e r e d  
in pa i n t ,  b u t  t he y  d o n ’t d o  to me  
w h a t  t he y  used to.  H o w  t h e  m o u n t a i n s  h o l d  ghos t s  
o f  y o u r  t e n t ,  o u r  l i re,  h u n t e r s  n e o n  
as t rop i ca l  f ish.  T o d a y  I wa l k e d  uph i l l  
o u t  o f  t o w n  a n d  t h e n  uph i l l  
( back  h o m e ,  t h e  w h o l e  t i m e  t h i n k i n g ,
. Don't go, don't go, b u t  to no  o n e  
in pa r t i cu l a r .  I t ’s n o t  t h a t  I ’m lonely,  i t ’s just  
t h i n g s  are s l i gh t ly  p e c u l i a r — t he  b a r n ’s 
c r o o k e d  s mi l e  o f  w i n d o w s ,  its m o u t h f u l  
ol  cows ,  t he  b r i d g e  t ha t  s t r a dd l e s  
t he  r iver  t h a t  keeps  go i ng ,  
shhhh. I ’m q u i e t ,  I ’m 
q u i e t .  Ta lk  to t he  b i rds ,  t he  s h u d d e r i n g  
t rucks ,  t he  c i cadas  b a c k  f r o m t he  d e a d  to tell  us 
e v e r y t h i n g .  I ’m t e l l i ng  you ,  all l o n g  tall  t h i n g s  
b r i n g  y o u r  b o d y  b a c k  to me ,  t he  m u s c u l a r  
t ree t r u n k s ,  t he i r  ha r d  
b r o w n  a r ms ,  a n d  t he  o n e  s t r u c k  
by l i g h t n i n g  w h o s e  w o u n d  I keep  w a n t i n g  
to t e n d .  A n d  t h e  c l o u d s ,  o f  cou r s e ,  b u t  y o u  c a n ’t 
t r u s t  c l o u d s ,  t h e y ’re as bad  
as my  m i n d ,  w h i c h  also 
keeps  c h a n g i n g ,  g o i ng ,  Rabbit, 
no, bear. I t ’s n o t  t ha t  I wi sh 
y o u  we r e  here ,  i t ’s j u s t — i t ’s 
t he  deer ,  t hey  ke e p  h u r l i n g  t h e ms e l v e s  
I at  my  car  in t he  n i g h t ,  b u t  I ’m  f ine,  f ine,  it's just  
i t ’s a z i l l i on  degrees  in t he  s un  a n d  I c a n ’t 
bea r  s w i m m i n g ,  h o w  t he  c u r r e n t  keeps  t o u c h i n g  me  
e v e r y w h e r e  at  o n c e  l ike y o u r  h a n d s .
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AT T H E  S U P E R M A R K E T
All day we’ve been
fight ing,  and  i t ’s left us
starving,  so now we ve gone
shop p in g .  You’re choos in g
produce ,  an a rduous
process , and  I m left lugging
our  d u m b  plast ic  basket ,
w hich  I realize is f il ling
with all the c o m p o n e n t s
o f  s o m e t h in g  de l i c ious—
bu t  1 can see only
the mess in the k i tchen,
the guts  o f  tom a to es ,  the s loughed
garl ic skins , the fat t r im m e d
from the huge  bloodless
breast o f  this chicken.  Your hands
are still r u n n in g ,
y o u ’re squeez ing,  y o u ’re
b ru i s in g — refusing
w ha t  too m any  o ther s  have t o u c h e d —
and now y o u ’ve been swal lowed
by this  abyss o f  avocados,
this m o u n t a i n  o f  melons ,
i n s u r m o u n ta b le .  Look,
da r l ing,  how e v e ry th in g ’s
freezing or  dying.  How d i n n e r  is s o m e t h in g
we do us ing  knives  and  ou r  teeth.
H ow  lem on  juice comes
in l e m o n -sh a p e d  bot t l es ,  how my body
is yours  bu t  my h e a r t ’s
no t  in it. H ow  h u n g e r ’s a w o u n d
always begg ing  for salt.
H ow  th e r e ’s too m uch  
of eve ry th ing  we love.
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N E O L I T H I C  R E V O L U T I O N
I m t i r ed of  t he  way  love t u r n s  us i n t o  a n i ma l s .
I ’m t i r ed  o f  r oa r i ng .  I ’m t i r ed  o f  y o u  t ea r i n g  
my  flesh wi t h  y o u r  t ee t h ,  s t a l k i n g  m e  l ike p r ey  
in t he  s howe r ,  l u n g i n g  a n d  g r o wl i n g ;  I 'm t i r ed 
1 of p a w i n g ,  a n d  p a n t i n g ,  a n d  h u n t i n g
and  wa gg i ng .  O f  c o u r s e  at  f irst  it was  t h r i l l i ng .  T h e  we 
( have no words fo r  this. T h e  we are ju s t  
our bodies. But  l ook  at  m y  c o r t ex .  L o o k
at my  o p p o s a b l e  t h u m b s .  I w a n t  o u t  
of thi s  s tew,  I w a n t  t o  use t ool s ,  I w a n t  to d e v e l o p  
a g r i c u l t u r e  a n d  wa l k  u p r i g h t  t o w a r d s  you  t h r o u g h  
this  f ield of c o r n  t ha t  we  p l a n t e d ,  o n  p u r p o s e ,  be c a u s e  
we were  h u n g r y ,  a n d  h u m a n ,  a n d  k n e w  
exact ly  w h a t  we  wer e  d o i n g .
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JUSTIN H E R R M A N N
DOREEN AND THE PIG
I had a g i r l f r i e n d  n a m e d  D o r e e n  w h o  had a l i ve r  l i ke  a heavy  bag. 
To hel l  w i t h  d r i n k i n g  me u n d e r  the tab le ,  she c o u l d  d r i n k  me o u t  
o f  the house, i n t o  and back  o u t  o f  the w oo ds ,  and  the  e ig h te e n  
m i les d o w n  51 N o r t h  to  the E R  i f  she had w a n te d .
She l i ved  in  a one b e d r o o m  s in g le - w id e  w i t h  he r  pa rents  
up in the h i l ls  sou th  o f  C a r b o n d a le .  H e r  dad g rew  to m a to e s  and  
raised a few ch ickens.  H e  was a sm a l l  m an  w i t h  t h i c k  hands  I 
w o u l d  g ro w  to  e nv is io n  s t r a n g l i n g  me. I hey had a p ig  n a m e d  
W a l ly .  A p ig  as b ig  as a f r i d ge  and a b o u t  as m o b i l e .
D o reen  t o o k  me to see th i s  pig- 1 hey had a t r ashcan  f u l l  
o f  beer near the pen.  She said, “ T h e  H a m m ’s isn ’t m e a n t  f o r  i rony .  
I t ’s the cheapest  they  go t  at the gas s ta t i o n .  She p i c k e d  one  up 
and leaned over  and he ld i t  o u t  to h i m .  ( i e n t l e  as a nurse.  H e  
p ie rced  the can w i t h  his teeth and  sw a l lo w e d  the  beer  as i t  f o a m e d  
i n t o  his m o u t h ,  then  he c h o m p e d  the can a c o u p le  t im es  and  spat 
i t  ou t .
“ Jesus, w h e r e d  he learn to do  that : '  I said.
“ O n e  l o r  h i m ,  one fo r  me,  she said and  c racked  o pen  a 
w a r m  H a m m ’s and hande d  one to me.
O n e  beer  a f te r  ano the r .  I d o n ’t k n o w  h o w  many ,  b u t  I was 
in co l lege at the t i m e  and  i t  was m ore  than  1 ever d r a n k  in  one 
n ig h t  in the d o rm s .  A t  one  p o i n t  D o r e e n  l i t  a c iga re t t e .  I t h o u g h t  
she m i g h t  g ive W a l l y  one to o ,  b u t  in s tead  she jus t  t o o k  a le w  
drags and said,  “A  m i n u t e  ago even m y  bones w a n t e d  th is  sm oke .  
F u n n y  h o w  tha t  w o rk s . "  She had a way  o f  t a l k i n g  l i ke  th a t .  Say ing  
th in g s  I c o u ld n ' t  respond  to.
1 s tayed the weekend .  O n e  l o r  Wa l ly ,  one  l o r  D o r e e n ,  one  
f o r  me. E v e n t u a l l y  her  dad re f i l le d  the t rashcan o f  H a m m ’s. I hen 
i t  was one fo r  h i m  too.
A f t e r  the semester  ended  tha t  sp r in g ,  I d i d n ’t r e - e n r o l l .  1 
set up a t e n t  near D o r e e n ’s t r a i l e r  and stayed l o r  a t im e .  I ’d s p l i t
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w o o d .  D o r e e n ’s m o t h e r  t a u g h t  me  to h u n t  m u s h r o o m s .  S o m e ­
t i me s  I d h u n t  m u s h r o o m s  wh i l e  e v e r y o n e  else s l ept ,  t h e n  I d 
d r i n k  bee r  w i t h  Wally.  O n e  for  m e  a n d  o n e  for  h i m.
I he re  are o t h e r  t h i n g s  I c o u l d  tell you  a b o u t .  T h o s e  e i g h ­
t een  mi l es  t o  t he  E R ,  o r  p r y i n g  o n e  o f  Do r e e n ' s  d a d ’s c a n i n e s  
f r om betw-een my  t h i r d  a n d  f o u r t h  k n u c k l e s  w i t h  a Buc k  Kni fe .  
T h e r e ’s m o r e  I c o u l d  say, b u t  all I care  to tell  y o u  n o w  is a b o u t  
D o r e e n  a n d  t ha t  pig.  I ’ve be e n  w i t h  m o r e  a t t r a c t i v e  w o m e n ,  b u t  
I ’ve ne ve r  be e n  m o r e  a t t r a c t e d  to a w o m a n .
I neve r  saw a n y o n e  t o u c h  Wally.  Jus t  r each o u t  a n d  h a n d  
h i m  beer .  H e  ba re l y  sp i l l ed  a d r o p .
Herrmann
L I N D S A Y  T I G U E
W E  ARE A SYSTEM OF  GHOSTS II
I on c e  saw a p h o t o  of s o m e o n e  s t r a n d e d
in an  Iowa b l izzard,  a f igure covered  in f lu r r y —
the  w h i t e ,  s lee t in g  l ines e ras ing  all edges of  body.  
H o p p e r - s o l i t a r y  in the  f la tness .  A year  later,
I c o u l d n ’t even beg in  to loca te  it in a b o o k  
or  m u s e u m ,  c o u l d n ’t r e m e m b e r  a n y t h i n g  at  all e xcep t
snow. M os t  days,  h a l f  the mail  I get is lo r  o th e r s .
O r ,  it i sn ’t even a dd res sed  to a nam e :
C urrent Resident. I pi le  it all in a s h o e b o x  a n d  keep  it 
up,  away on  a shell .  M o s t  days,  I w a n t  to r esearch
a t r ip  s o m e w h e r e  new. I look  up  th e  logis t ics ,  
the  to  a n d  f rom:  the  a i r p o r t ,  the  taxis,  the  buses ,
a n d  t ra ins .  I will  a lways k n o w  w h a t  to do  
i f  I get there .  I w a n t  to go s o m e w h e r e
th a t  requ i res  goggles  to p r o t e c t  my eyes 
aga ins t  sn o w  b l in d n e s s ,  to avo id  flash b u r n s
of the  c o rnea .  T h e y  say i t ’s l ike an eyeful  of sand .
D o  I en joy  the  fee l ing o f  s t a n d i n g  in a f ie ld,
full of it, a lone? Polar  exp lo re rs  t rea ted
this  e x p o s u re  w i th  d r o p s  o f  c oc a ine  in th e i r  eyes.
I research tha t ,  too.  V is i to r s  to A n t a r c t i c a  still  a rr ive  
by sea, on  a b o a t  f rom  U s h u a ia ,  the  s o u t h e r n  t ip
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of A rgen t ina .  I h o u s a n d s  o f  people  go each year, 
w a n t in g  to witness  tha t  w hich  d isappears.  I see them
trekk ing  over ice. O n  my daily walks hom e ,  it's no t  
w in te r  yet and  I can on ly  retrieve w h a t ’s fal len— I collect
buckeyes,  p inecones ,  horseapple s ,  w a lnu ts .  I fold 
and  store leaves like small paper  receipts.
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WE ARE A SYSTEM OF GHOSTS III
I he m oving  trucks all came on the same clay.
In Lakewood,  Cal ifo rn ia ,  in 1950,  a new s u b u r b  began.
I imagine  the trucks un load ing ,  the ir  leaving,  
unpack ing .  People in new structures:
here we are. In the 1950s, s ingle -lami ly  hom es  d if fused  
on treeless plots  near highway.  So m any  res iden ts
cou ld  wake up and  feel: nowhere. In an Iowa coffee shop ,  
on the edge of once-pra i r ie ,  I wr i te  long
overdue  letters to fr iends. A l ittle girl approaches ,  
sticks her  head in my lap. She taps a key on my lap top .
She types a series o f  O ’s. This is a ghost story , she says.
Is it  scary? I want  to know. She types EEEEE.
I ask: is somebody screaming?
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WE ARE A SYSTEM OF GHOSTS IV
O n  the bus, I read a bou t  Japan s su ic ide  forest.  
Aok igahara ,  near the base o f  M o u n t  Fu j i .
People say i t ’s the best place to die.
I hey t ie  rope a lo ng  t ru n k s ,  a t ra i l  f o r  w h o m e v e r
comes after. I he bodies get cleared o u t  once a year 
by vo lun teers  and o f f ic ia ls .  Park ranger Azusa Haya
has ta lked  hund re ds  o f  peop le  o u t  o f  the i r  p lans.  
H e ’s rescued so m a ny  h a l f - d y in g  already.
H a ya n o  puts a hand on th e i r  shou lder .
He asks them  to speak as they sit near the trees.
|AY K A U F F M A N N
S H O O T I N G  W I T H  H E L M U T
T h e  m o r n i n g  y o u  fly f r o m  Par i s  to M o n t e  C a r l o  t o  m e e t  H e l m u t  
N e w t o n  y o u  have  a c o l d  a n d  feel  l ike hel l .  As y o u  p u l l  u p  in f r o n t  
of- t h e  H e r m i t a g e  H o t e l ,  w h e r e  N e w t o n  m a k e s  hi s  h o m e ,  t h e  taxi  
d r i v e r  asks  i f  y o u  w o u l d  l ike a p r o s t i t u t e  for  t h e  e v e n i n g .  H i s  o f f e r  
c o m e s  as a s h o c k  a n d  s e e ms  o u t  o f  c h a r a c t e r  w i t h  y o u r  l av i sh  s u r ­
r o u n d i n g s ,  b u t  t h e n  y o u  real i ze  t h a t  t h i s  is a p l a c e  w h e r e  p e o p l e  
s p a r e  n o t h i n g  to  ge t  w h a t  t h e y  w a n t .  N o n ,  m e r c i ,  y o u  say.  E v ­
e r y t h i n g  a b o u t  M o n t e  C a r l o  is d a z z l i n g  a n d  e x p e n s i v e - l o o k i n g —  
t h e  s t r ee t s ,  h o m e s ,  cars ,  g a r d e n s .  E v e r y t h i n g  l o o k s  f r e s h l y  w a s h e d  
a n d  m e t i c u l o u s l y  c a r e d  for.  A n d ,  f i l t e r i n g  d o w n  f r o m  a b o v e ,  t h e  
M e d i t e r r a n e a n  s u n  b a t h e s  it all in a p i n k i s h ,  c r y s t a l l i n e  l i g h t ,  as 
i f  s h o t  t h r o u g h  a d i a m o n d .
You give  y o u r  n a m e  at  t h e  f r o n t  de s k .  “ M o n s i e u r  N e w ­
t o n  is e x p e c t i n g  y o u , ” says t h e  c o n c i e r g e .  As y o u  s t a n d  in t h e  
a n t i q u e  e l eva t o r ,  r i s i ng  to  t h e  t o p  l l oor ,  y o u  t h i n k  o f  hi s  i n d e l ­
ible i m a g e s — l o n g - l e g g e d ,  b i g - b r e a s t e d  w o m e n ,  p o w e r f u l ,  e r o t i c ,  
u n a p p r o a c h a b l e ,  o f t e n  w e a r i n g  n o t h i n g  b u t  h i g h  hee l s ,  v a g u e l y  
s ad i s t i c .  H e  is o n e  o f  y o u r  h e r o e s ,  s o m e o n e  w h o  has  d e v o t e d  hi s  
e n t i r e  life to e x p r e s s i n g  hi s  f a n t a s i e s  w i t h o u t  c o m p r o m i s e .
Your  a l l - t o o - c o o l  a g e n c y  in Par i s  h a d  c a l l e d  w i t h  u n c h a r ­
a c t e r i s t i c  e n t h u s i a s m .  “ N e w t o n  w a n t s  t o  see y o u ! ” N o r m a l l y ,  
N e w t o n  o n l y  b o o k e d  w o m e n ,  n e v e r  m e n .  It was  l i ke  b e i n g  s u m ­
m o n e d  by  t h e  k i ng .  Even  L i n d b e r g h ,  W e b e r  a n d  R i t t s  l a b o r e d  in 
hi s  s h a d o w.  H e  was  b e y o n d  n e e d i n g  c l i en t s ,  a c c o l a d e s  o r  c o m ­
p e n s a t i o n .  In t h e  f a s h i o n  w o r l d ,  it was  n o t  t o o  m u c h  t o  say  t h a t  a 
N e w t o n  p r o j e c t  was  l ike a r e v e l a t i o n ;  it w o u l d  a l t e r  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  
t he  i n d u s t r y .
You call  Par i s  h o m e ,  t h o u g h  y o u  l ive o u t  o f  a s u i t c a s e  
m o s t  ot  t h e  t i me .  Your  s u b u r b a n  A m e r i c a n  p a s t  s e e m s  l i ke  a d i s ­
t a n t  i n c a r n a t i o n .  Par i s  is w h e r e  y o u r  m o t h e r  a g e n c y  is, w h e r e
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y o u r  g i r l f r i e nd  is, a n d  w h e r e  you  ne e d  to l ive in o r d e r  to c o m ­
m a n d  a Pa r i s i an  m o d e l  rate .  You are ne a r l y  t h i r t y  a n d  have  been  
m o d e l i n g  for  five yea r s— d e s p i t e  y o u r  f a m i l y ’s r e s e r v a t i o n s — a n d  
are  on  t he  verge  o f  b r e a k i n g  i n t o  t he  big l eagues .  A n d  you  k n o w  
t ha t  w o r k i n g  w i t h  N e w t o n  w o u l d  p u t  you  dec i s i ve l y  t here .
A y o u n g ,  m u s c u l a r  girl  d r es sed  in s ho r t s ,  b o o t s  a n d  a 
w h i t e  t a n k  t o p  gree t s  you  at  t he  d oo r ,  he r  b l o n d  ha i r  pu l l e d  t au t  
i n t o  a p o n y  tai l .  She  l eads  y o u  to a s i t t i n g  r o o m  fi l led w i t h  b o o k s ,  
a n t i q u e s ,  l arge b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e  de t a i l s  o f  w o m e n ’s bod i es .  “ D o  
you  have  y o u r  b o o k  wi t h  y o u ? ” she  asks w i t h  a G e r m a n  a c ce n t .  
You h a n d  he r  y o u r  m o d e l i n g  b oo k .  She  fl ips t h r o u g h  it rapidly.
l a k e  a seat ,  she  says a n d  d i s a p p e a r s .  You i m a g i n e  he r  s h o w i n g  
it t o  H e l m u t  a n d  t h e n  H e l m u t  s u m m o n i n g  you .  A n d  t h o u g h  you  
k n o w  i t ’s r i d i c u l o u s ,  you  c a n ’t he l p  b u t  be t h r i l l e d  at  t he  p r o s p e c t  
of m e e t i n g  t h e  m a n .  You be g i n  to c o u g h ,  t h e n  sneeze ,  p h l e g m  
r a t t l i n g  in y o u r  c h e s t — i n f u r i a t e d  t h a t  on  t h i s  da y  o f  all days  you  
s h o u l d  be sick.  F r o m t he  s i t t i n g  r o o m ,  y o u  see an o l d e r  w o m a n ,  
d a r k - h a i r e d ,  w i t h  ba ngs ,  s u n b a t h i n g  on  t he  p o r c h  a n d ,  b e y o n d ,  a 
l ine of p a l m s  a n d  t he  d e e p  b l ue  of  t h e  M e d i t e r r a n e a n .
You h e a r  w h a t  you  a s s u m e  is H e l m u t  l a u g h i n g .  Is it y o u r  
b o o k  h e ’s l a u g h i n g  at? Af t e r  a wh i l e  t h e  girl  r ea ppe a r s .  “ H e l m u t  
is busy,  she  says,  b u t  J u n e  wil l  see you .  C r e s t f a l l e n ,  y o u  f igure  
you  have  just  be e n  b l o w n  off.  You fo l l ow t he  girl  o u t  o n t o  t he  
p o r c h ,  w h e r e  t h e  ac t ress  J u n e  B r o w n e  (a.k . a .  B r u n e l l ) — N e w t o n ' s  
wi fe  a n d  m u s e ,  a n d  t he  s ub j e c t  o f  c o u n t l e s s  p h o t o  s t u d i e s — re­
c l ines  in a b l ack  b i k i n i .  I h o u g h  in he r  s ixt ies ,  she  l ooks  years  
y o u n g e r .  You i n t r o d u c e  your se l f ,  tell  he r  you ' r e  A m e r i c a n  a n d ,  
w h e n  n o t  m o d e l i n g ,  a poe t .  She  raises he r  sung las ses ,  l ooks  you  
over.  She  l ight s  a c i ga r e t t e  a n d  smi l es .  “ Wel l ,  J a y . . . ” she  says,  “we 
l ook  f o r w a r d  to s ee i ng  y o u  in L.A.
A m o n t h  later ,  you  a r r ive  in Los  Ange l es .  I hey  p u t  y o u  up  at  C h a -
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t e a u  M a r m o n t ,  w h e r e  H e l m u t  keeps  a s u i t e  y e a r - r o u n d ,  k n o w n  for  
its a m b i e n c e  of  excess  a n d  as t h e  h o t e l  w h e r e  J o h n  B e l u s h i  o v e r ­
d o s e d .  I t ’s e l e g a n t l y  r u n d o w n ,  t u c k e d  a w a y  in a g r o v e  of  p a l ms ,  
w i t h  a n i ce  v i ew of  t h e  c i t y  f r o m y o u r  b a l c o n y .  M o d e l s ,  s t y l i s t s ,  
ha i r  a n d  m a k e u p  a r t i s t s  fly in f r o m  all c o r n e r s  o f  t h e  g l o b e .  N o  
o n e  k n o w s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  s h o o t ,  n o t  even  t h e  c l i e n t .  Al l  y o u  
k n o w  is t h a t  y o u  are  s h o o t i n g  a c a m p a i g n  t o r  an  I t a l i an  f a s h i o n  
des i gne r .  I t ’s o b v i o u s  t h a t  t h e  s h o o t  is o n l y  an  o p p o r t u n i t y ,  an  
excus e  real ly,  for  N e w t o n  t o  l ive o u t  his l a t es t  f antasy .
T h e  f i rst  f ew days  y o u  o n l y  h av e  f i t t i n g s  t o  go  to  a n d  
s p e n d  y o u r  t i m e  by  t h e  po o l  r e a d i n g  a n d  s p o t t i n g  m o v i e  s t a r s .  You 
sti ll  h a v e n ’t a c t u a l l y  m e t  H e l m u t ,  t h o u g h  y o u  h a v e  b e e n  s t u d y i n g  
hi s  i mages ,  t r y i n g  t o  p r e p a r e  your s e l f ,  i m a g i n i n g  t h e  h o u r  w h e n  
y o u  s t a n d  face to face w i t h  hi s  lens.
You see J u n e  o n e  m o r n i n g  in t h e  h o t e l  l obby ,  w e a r i n g  s u n ­
glasses,  heel s ,  an  e l e g a n t  b l ack  sui t .  You g r e e t  o n e  a n o t h e r  F r e n c h -  
s tyle,  p e c k i n g  each  o t h e r  o n  t h e  c h e e k .  “ W h y  are  y o u  a l o n e ? ’’ s he  
says,  c o n c e r n e d .  “S u c h  a h a n d s o m e  m a n  s h o u l d n ' t  be  a l o n e — n o t  
in L . A. . .  G r a c i o u s ,  d o  I n e e d  to fix y o u  u p  w i t h  s o m e o n e ? ”
“ N o ,  no ,  I ’m f i n e , ” y o u  say.
“ Swee t i e ,  y o u  d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d . . .  You a r e  in L.A.  W h a t  
cars  are  to D e t r o i t ,  y o u n g ,  b e a u t i f u l ,  s i ng l e  w o m e n  are  t o  L.A.  G o  
have  s o m e  f u n . ”
1 ha t  n i g h t  y o u  go o u t  wi t h  t wo  gi r l s  f r o m  t h e  s h o o t ,  C.  
a n d  FL, b o t h  of  w h o m  h a p p e n  to  be  d e e m e d  s u p e r m o d e l s .  Ev e r y  
o n c e  in a wh i l e ,  C.  t osses  he r  l o n g  b l o n d  ha i r ,  f l ashes  a b r e a t h ­
t a k i n g  smi l e ,  a n d  E. s i n u o u s l y  d i p s  a s h o u l d e r ,  c o c k s  a h i p ,  l oo k s  
at  y o u  w i t h  he r  d a r k ,  b e d r o o m  eyes,  a n d  y o u  see w h y  t h e y  are  so 
s o u g h t  af ter ,  p a i d  so m u c h .  W h e r e v e r  y o u  go,  f i r s t  a r e s t a u r a n t ,  
l a t er  a d i s co ,  p e o p l e  a p p e a r  s t u p e f i e d ,  c o n t i n u o u s l y  s t a r i n g  a n d  
h o v e r i n g  at  t h e  p e r i p h e r y ,  as i f  s t r u c k  by s o m e  n e u r o l o g i c a l  d i s o r ­
der .  At  f i rst ,  y o u  get  a k i ck  o u t  o f  b e i n g  seen  w i t h  t h e m ,  b u t  ve r y
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s oon  t he  c o n s t a n t  s c r u t i n y  g r ows  u n b e a r a b l e .  You real ize even 
y o u r  g r ea t e s t  d r e a m s  o f  success  are i n s i g n i f i ca n t  c o m p a r e d  to t he  
r ea l m in w h i c h  t he y  res ide.  N o  o n e  da res  a p p r o a c h  t he  girls  o r  
s peak  to  t h e m .  Even t a l k i n g  is a w k w a r d  as every  w o r d  t h a t  passes  
b e t w e e n  y o u  is o v e r h e a r d  by s t r a nge r s .  It b e c o m e s  i mp o s s i b l e  to 
relax.
‘M y  C o d , ” y o u  say as you  sit  in t he  d i s c o ’s V I P  l ou n g e ,  
“ h o w  d o  you  s t a n d  it?
“S t a n d  wha t ?  says C . ,  s h o u t i n g  ove r  t he  p u l s i n g  mus i c .
“All t h i s  a t t e n t i o n ! ”
I hey  l augh .  “ I his is n o t h i n g  c o m p a r e d  to w h e n  I ’m  o u t  
w i t h  S t e v e n , ” says E. ,  r e f e r r i ng  to he r  r ock  s t a r  b o y f r i e n d .
“ Yeah,” says C . ,  w h o  w o n ’t even m e n t i o n  he r  b o y f r i e n d ’s 
n a m e ,  “ it c an  get  real ly crazy. ”
So he re  you  are,  e x p e r i e n c i n g  t h e  overspi l l  o f  f a m e —  
w h i c h ,  as t he y  e xp l a i n  it, is n o t h i n g  c o m p a r e d  to t h e i r  b o y f r i e n d s '  
f a m e — a n d  yet  even thi s  is far  m o r e  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  you  can  s t a n d .  
You t h i n k  o f  t he  c o u n t l e s s  p e o p l e  w h o  l o n g  for  f ame  as i f  it we r e  
t he  he i gh t  o f  a s p i r a t i o n .  But  to e x p e r i e n c e  even an h o u r  o f  such  
n o t o r i e t y  w o u l d  leave a l m o s t  a n y o n e  r ee l ing,  d e s p e r a t e  to have  
t h e i r  a n o n y m i t y  r es t o red .
E. g r abs  you  by t he  h a n d  a n d  pul l s  y o u  to y o u r  feet .  “ I 
feel l ike m o v i n g ,  she  says,  a n d  i t ’s c l ear  s h e ’s a c c u s t o m e d  to g e t ­
t i ng  w h a t  she wa n t s .  You d a n c e  a few s ongs  t oge t he r .  She  moves  
l an g u i d l y  l ike a b o r e d  cat .  You t h i n k  o f  t h a t  m u s i c  v i de o  in w h i c h  
she  rol ls o n  t he  be a ch  in a b i k i n i — s and  p o w d e r i n g  he r  ol ive skin  
l ike s u g a r — a n d  t he  s i nge r  f ond l e s  he r  wh i l e  she  l ooks  at  he r  nai l s .  
You i m a g i n e  he r  b e i n g  i mp o s s i b l e  to satisfy.
Later ,  ba c k  at  t he  ho t e l ,  you  a n d  E. sit  a l o n e  at  t he  ba r  for  
a n i g h t c a p .  You have  t he  i n s a t i a b l e  des i r e  to r each o u t  a n d  t o u c h  
her,  l ike t h a t  s i nge r  in t h e  v i deo ,  o n l y  you  c a n ’t s ha ke  t he  t h o u g h t  
t h a t  t h i s  is E. ,  t he  face ( a nd  b o d y )  o f  L’O r e a l ,  V i c t o r i a ’s S e c r e t __
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J u n e  walks  in a n d  sits d o w n  nex t  to you .  So? she  says.
' H a p p y  now? D oes  A u n t i e  J u n e  k n o w  best: '  You have n o  idea  
w h a t  s h e ’s t a lk in g  a b o u t .  She n o d s  t o w a r d  E. in a k n o w i n g  s o r t  o f  
way. A n d  s u d d e n l y  it d a w n s  o n  yo u  t h a t  it was J u n e  w h o  a r r a n g e d  
the  ev e n in g ,  w h o  c o n v i n c e d  C. a n d  E. to ask y o u  o u t  in t h e  f i rst  
place .  She l ight s  a c iga re t t e .  "So m u c h  b e a u t y . . . ” she  says of E. 
"H ow  in th e  w o r l d  can you  resist?
E. rolls her  eyes. “S h e ’s t r y i n g  to  fix us u p . . .  in case  y o u  
were  w o n d e r i n g . ”
“A h , ” you  say, t h o u g h  y o u  h ad  f i g u re d  E. was  o u t  o f  
h o u n d s ,  o u t  of y o u r  league— the i n a m o r a t a  o f  a ro c k  star.
J u n e  gets to he r  feet.  “ D o  n o t  ig n o re  w h a t  t h e  g o d s  h a t h  
w r o u g h t . . . ” she  says w i th  a smi le .  " G o o d n i g h t ,  m y  d e a r s . ”
T h e  nex t  m o r n i n g ,  as y o u  lie in bed  nex t  to  E. ,  she  says 
t h a t  she feels so i n c r e d ib ly  a l o n e  a n d  iso la ted .  She h a d  c l u n g  to 
yo u  hal f  the  n ig h t  as if she m i g h t  d r o w n  o r  fall f r o m  a g re a t  
h e ig h t .
“S o m e t i m e s , ” she  says, "I feel l ike e v e r y o n e  is l o o k i n g  at  
me l ike I ’m d e f o r m e d  or  s o m e t h i n g . ”
She s tuffs  her  ha i r  in a cap,  p u t s  on bagg y swea ts ,  s n e a k e r s ,  s u n ­
glasses— “my s c h l e p p i n g  c l o t h e s , ” she  says— a n d  sti ll  p e o p l e  r e c ­
o g n ize  her.  You n o t e  the  f r e q u e n t  d o u b l e  takes  as y o u  s t ro l l  a l o n g  
Venice  Beach.  A pack  of ro l l e rh l a d e r s  s t r ea ks  pas t .  I t ’s m o r n i n g  
an d  a l re ady  th e  sun  sco rches  y o u r  s h o u l d e r s ,  t h e  t o p  o f  y o u r  h ead .  
An e l der ly  b l ack  w o m a n  says yo u  m a k e  an  a d o r a b l e  c o u p l e .  E. 
smi les  a n d  takes  y o u r  h a n d ,  s w i n g i n g  it ha c k  a n d  f o r th ,  l ike  y o u ’re 
a c o u p l e  of  t eenage rs  w a lk i n g  d o w n  the  hal ls  o f  j u n i o r  h igh .
So,  w h e re  s Steven? yo u  ask,  his n a m e  d r o p p i n g  l ike a 
s t o n e  b e tw e e n  you.
O n  tour ,  she  says, l o o k i n g  away,  "in E u r o p e  s o m e -
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where . . .  Mi lan ,  I t h i n k . ”
You walk for a whi le ,  still h o l d i ng  hands .  You seem to 
share the same guil t less,  f luid sense o f  wha t  a re l a t i onship  can be 
in this business.  You pass a vendor ,  enve l oped in s team tha t  smel ls  
o f  ho t  dogs.
“H e ’s p robab l y  wi th  s o m e o ne  as 1 speak,  she says.
You not i ce  the  c rowds  mi l l ing  by— so ma n y  t r anspa r e n t  
faces. It s a cruel  vision,  bu t  this is how the i ndus t r y  has f o rmed  
you:  you au t omat i ca l l y  dis regard a nyone  whose  appea rance  is less 
than  ext raordinary .
You s top and  buy her  an ice cream cone,  which  she licks 
as if it were a magn i f i cen t  art .  You c o n t i n u e  do w n  the boardwalk ,  
pass ing a fo r tune - t e l l e r  in a t u r ba n ,  a guy on acous t i c  gu i t a r  p lay­
ing bad Dylan.  She tells you ab o u t  the small  Scand i nav i an  vil lage 
where  she grew up,  a b o u t  her  beloved mormor  and ice ska t i ng  and 
ea t ing  pickled he r r i ng  on rye.
You pause to watch  the  weight l i f t er s  at  Musc le  Beach as 
they make  thei r  masochi s t i c  sounds ,  plates c l anging  together ,  
bodies  like overs tuf fed sofas— as t h o u gh  y o u ’re w a t c h i ng  an al ien 
species on display.
O n e  o f  t he m recognizes  E. You can see it by the way he 
keeps l ook i ng  at her,  s weeping  back his b leached hair,  ad j us t i ng  
his crotch.  H e  tu rns  to a n o t h e r  bodybui l der ,  a black guy wi th  
dreadlocks ,  and  poin t s  to her. In un i son ,  they call ou t  her  name.  
You perceive o the rs  t u r n i ng ,  r ecogniz ing  her. T h e  weight l i f t ers  
draw closer,  Hexing the i r  muscles ,  l aughing ,  asking if E. wou ld  
like to t ouch .  You s t and  mot ion less  t oge the r  as the  rank smell  o f  
thei r  sweat  s u r r ou n ds  you.  You sense the i r  s t e ro i d - l aden  bodies  
b r i m m i n g  wi th barely con t a i n e d  aggress ion.  “ W h a t  are you do i n g  
wi th  this sk i nny  pre t t y  boy?’ asks the one  wi th  b leached  hair.  It 
feels like half o f  Venice is wa tch i ng .  She turns  to you wi th  panic
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in her  eyes,  t h e n  l ooks  d o w n  at  he r  s nea ke r s .  “ l a k e  m e  a w a y  f r o m  
here ,  p l ease . ”
At  d a w n ,  a l oc a t i o n  van  dr i ves  y o u  n o r t h  of  M a l i b u  to  a gra ssy  
b l u f f  h i g h  a b o v e  t h e  Paci f ic ,  a g l ow b u i l d i n g  in t h e  hi l l s  t o  t h e  
east .  T h e  ai r  s mel l s  c l ean  a n d  sal t y  a n d  of s e a weed .  A l r e a d y  a hal f -  
d o z e n  t r u c k s  have  g a t h e r e d  in t he  t w i l i g h t .  An  a r m y  o f  w o r k e r s  
s cur r i e s  a b o u t  s e t t i n g  u p  t abl es ,  cha i r s ,  r acks  of  c l o t h e s ,  m o v i e  
l ights .  G e n e r a t o r s  h u m  c o n t i n u o u s l y .
T h e  I t a l i an  d e s i g n e r  rises f r o m  his l o u n g e  c h a i r  t o  gr ee t  
C .  a n d  E. ,  g i g g l i n g  w i t h  u n c o n t a i n a b l e  e n t h u s i a s m .  You,  he  a l ­
m o s t  e n t i r e l y  i gnores .  H e  l ooks  l ike a wax  f i gure ,  w i t h  a j e t - b l a c k  
t o u p e e ,  i m p e c c a b l e  t an ,  t a u t l y  r e n o v a t e d  f ea t u r es .  “ M o l t o  be l l a ! ” 
he says o f  t h e  gir ls .  “ Be l l i s i ma ! ” H i s  e n t o u r a g e  ea ge r l y  agrees :  “Si,  
be l l i s ima!  T h e  a r t  d i r ec t o r ,  a n o t h e r  gay I t a l i an  m a n ,  d r e s s e d  in a 
r o s e - c o l o r e d  sui t ,  e xp l a i ns  t h e  p r e m i s e  o f  t h e  s h o o t ,  w h i c h ,  as he 
p o i n t s  o u t ,  c a n  c h a n g e  at  a m o m e n t ’s n o t i c e  d e p e n d i n g  u p o n  t h e  
w h i m s  o f  S i g n o r e  N e w t o n :  “T h e r e  is a w e d d i n g  p a r t y , ” he  says.  
“A n d  y o u  m a y  o r  m a y  n o t  be  t he  g r o o m . . .  O r  m a y b e  it is j us t  a 
p a r t y . . . . ”
N o w  t h a t  y o u  are f i na l ly  on  t h e  ver ge  o f  s h o o t i n g  w i t h  
H e l m u t ,  yo u  feel j i t t e r y  a n d  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s .  T h e y  dr es s  y o u  u p  in 
a t u x e d o ,  b l o w  d r y  y o u r  ha i r  i n t o  a d u c k ’s we d g e .  T h e  gi r l s  p u t  o n  
l ong ,  s e q u i n e d  g o w n s  t h a t  l ook  s p r a y e d  o n ,  t h e i r  h a i r  m o u n t e d  in 
e l a b o r a t e  b u n s .  You are t o l d  n o t  to si t  d o w n ,  for  fear  o f  w r i n k l i n g  
y o u r  c l o t h e s ,  t h o u g h  t he  gi r l s  co l l aps e  a l m o s t  i m m e d i a t e l y .
A long ,  e l e g a n t l y  set  t ab l e  s t a n d s  at  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  
m e a d o w ,  d r a p e d  in a p r i s t i n e  w h i t e  t a b l e c l o t h .  A s t r i n g  q u a r t e t  
si ts be f o r e  t h e i r  i n s t r u m e n t s  in e v e n i n g  g o w n s  a n d  b l a c k - t i e .  E v ­
e r y o n e  is w a i t i n g ,  t h o u g h  no  o n e  has  seen o r  h e a r d  f r o m  H e l m u t .
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Hven his pho to-as s i s t an t s  have no idea where  he is, exp l a in ing  to 
the des igner  tha t  Mis t e r  N e w t o n  is p robab l y  just  wai t i ng  for the 
r ight  l ight .  “ I do  not  wa i t , ” says the  designer .  As the day wears 
on,  he grows more  and more  irate,  lashing ou t  at his e n t ou ra ge  in 
ve h e me n t  I tal ian.
I he sun beats down  f rom di rect ly overhead.  A general  
malaise set t les over the crew. E., pe rhaps  bored,  leads you beh i nd  
a ca t e r ing  t r uck  and  French kisses you till your  knees  go w o b ­
bly. By a f t e r noon ,  one  of H e l m u t ’s assis tants  receives a call and 
repor t s  tha t  Mis t e r  N e w t o n  is a b o u t  to leave L.A.;  he has jus t  one  
more  t h i ng  to take care of . . .
An ho u r  goes by, then another .  C.  and  E. pe r s uade  the 
caterers  to break ou t  the caviar  and c h a m p a g n e  ( i n t ended  as pho -  
to-props ) .  T h e  s t r ing qua r t e t ,  at  the gi r l s’ request ,  l aunches  into 
Mozar t .  Ama z i ng  what  a pai r  o f  s upe r mode l s  can get  peop l e  to 
do.  A breeze picks up off the Pacific.  I he sun tumbl es  over the 
bay in a blazing arc.  Af ter  w o r k i n g  h i mse l f  up  in to  such a state,  
the des igner  has fallen asleep benea t h  a beach umbre l l a .
You hear  the  he l i cop te r  before you see it. I hen it appears  to the 
south ,  mov i ng  towards  you a long  the coast ,  sweeping  in fast.  T h e  
crew goes quie t  and  t urns .  Before long,  it hovers just  above you,  
maybe  th i r t y  feet off the g r ou n d .  You assume it will begin to d e ­
scend,  bu t ,  ins tead,  it s imply  hangs  there  as i f  by a cord.
Meanwhi l e ,  violent ,  swi r l ing gusts  f rom the propel l er  
blades u p e n d  chai rs,  c lothes  racks,  a movie  l ight ,  wh i ch  appears  
to explode  as it hi ts  the g r ound .  Sand and bits o f  grass fly up  into 
your  face. Dresses,  suits,  overcoats  shake off thei r  hangers ,  sail 
across the bluff and vanish over  the cliff s edge,  like a process ion 
of mar tyrs  hu r l i ng  themselves  w i t h o u t  hes i t a t i on to the i r  deaths .
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Tabl ec l o t hs  rise a nd  till wi t h  air, t oss i ng  plates  a n d  glasses,  s c a t ­
t e r i ng  s i lverware l ike p i c k - up  st icks.  C.  a n d  h.  s pe r f ec t l y  coi f fed  
hai r  i ns t an t l y  t u r ns  frizzy a nd  l ops i ded .  1 he i r  ski r t s  b i l l ow up  
a r o u n d  t he m like Mar i l yn  M o n r o e s  in 1 he Seven Yeuv Itch., r eveal ­
ing thei r  de l i cate  u n d e r - t h i n g s .  Ever yone  is in a s t a t e  of m o t i o n ,  
chas i ng  all m a n n e r  o f  f lying,  c a r t - w h e e l i n g  th ings .  A n d  l o o k i n g  
u t t e r ly  bewi l de r ed ,  t he  des igne r  s t ands  t her e  w a t c h i n g  his beach  
u mbr e l l a  capsize and  scud  away.
T h e n  you spo t  H e l m u t ,  l ean i ng  o u t  of t he  h e l i c o p t e r  wi t h  
c amera  in ha n d ,  a n d  i mm e d i a t e l y  r ecognize  t he  f l oppy  ha i r  a n d  
b u l b o u s  nose,  the  e t e rna l l y  boyi sh ,  h a n d s o m e  face.  You see h i m 
f i r ing away— s o m e t h i n g  a l mos t  f ana t i ca l  a b o u t  his c o n c e n t r a ­
t i o n — fil l ing one  roll af t er  a no t he r ,  p a u s i n g  on l y  to g r ab  a fresh 
camera .
A m o m e n t  or  t wo goes by l ike this  a nd ,  w h e n  it is clear  
t ha t  the  he l i cop t e r  will  no t  be l a nd i ng ,  t he  de s i gne r  s u c c u m b s  to 
a pa roxysm o f  rage,  s h o u t i n g  a n d  s t o m p i n g  his feet  a n d  s t a b b i n g  
his ha nds  i n to  the  air.
I hen it c ome s  to you,  wi t h  a bs o l u t e  ce r t a i n t y :  t he  p h o t o s  
will be ex t r aord i na ry ,  a t r e m e n d o u s  success,  w o r t h  every  p e n n y —  
a br i l l i ant ,  d e c ons t r uc t i ve ,  s e l f - mo c k i n g  t ake  on  h a u t e  c o u t u r e .  
You can even i ma g i ne  t he  des i gne r  de c l a r i ng  h i m s e l f  a ge n i u s  for 
giving H e l m u t  free reign.
For an i ns t an t ,  H e l m u t  seems to be l o o k i n g  d i r ec t l y  at 
you f rom the  c ockp i t ,  wi t h  a b r o a d  smi le ,  as if thi s  is all a p r i c e ­
less, pr iva t e  joke  be t ween  you.  W i t h o u t  ful ly r ea l i z ing it, you  f ind 
yourse l f  smi l i ng  back.  It will be the  first  a n d  last  t ime  you  see 
H e l m u t  Ne w t o n .
A m o m e n t  later,  t he  he l i c op t e r  t u r n s  a n d  speeds  d o w n  the
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coast  t owards  L.A.,  soon van i sh i ng  a r o un d  a bend  in the sh o r e ­
line.
Years later,  you read o f  H e l m u t ’s dea t h  in the Herald Tribune, how 
he sped f rom Ch a t e a u  M a r m o n t  one  n ight  and  smashed  his car 
into  the f ront  gate,  i ns t an t ly  ki l l ing h i ms e l f  ( a no t he r  f oo t no t e  in 
the hotel  s salacious his tory) .  And  t h o u g h  you will never  see June 
again,  she sends  a pos tcard  one  year  f rom M o n t e  Car lo ,  i n q u i r ­
ing ab o u t  your  love life, c losing wi th ,  Love,  Aun t i e  June .  In the 
end ,  you will have your  success— a few years o f  s t a rdom.  But ,  like 
eve ry t h ing  in this business ,  n o t h i n g  lasts.
You see E. one  more  t ime  in the early 9 0 s ,  d u r i n g  show 
season in Paris,  on  Place de la Co n c o r de .  She is just  s t epp i ng  ou t  
of a taxi wi th  her  new boyf r i end ,  the f amous  French tenni s  star. 
She wears  a shor t  ski r t  and  boots ,  her  rich b rown  hai r  shor ter ,  
fashionably  di sheveled.  She is decisively on,  in full s up e r mo d e l  
mode ,  s t r u t t i n g  down  the s idewalk,  appa r e n t l y  at ease now in her  
celebr i ty role.  F rom across the i n t er sec t ion,  you call her  name.  
She tu rns  a n d  looks,  first one  way then the other ,  unab l e  to place 
the voice.  And  for a f leet ing ins tant ,  you see the vulne rabl e  girl 
who  c l ung  to you  half the night .  I hen,  t ak ing  the t enni s  star  by 
the hand ,  she con t i n u e s  a long  Rue Royale,  into the g rowi ng  swell 
o f  admirer s .
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A D A M  H O U L E
BEE: LATE S E A S O N
Afte r  t he  fi rst  f rost  I ’m an ai r  slug.
Bl oa t ed  wi t h  co l d ,  I ache  in my  suga r  
f rock o f  bones .  T o o  m a n y  br i s t l es  
s t i f fen even as I w o r k  to br i s t le,  
a b e a c o n  for  s o m e o n e  to w a r m  me.
A f ine b u t  f ini t e  des i gn ,  g o o d  to w o r k  
o r  g u a r d  t he  s u m m e r ’s wo r k ,  
o u r  f l i t t i ng  s t r a i g h t - l a c e d  factory,  
t he r e  is a lways  m u c h  to do  
wi t h  chor e -g i r l s  left  do  it.
C a u g h t  in t he  fi rst  f rost  I s lug 
it o u t  for  d a w n ,  d r o n e  a l ong ,  
n u m b ,  nea r l y  mi nd l e s s ,  a n d  h u m  
to w a r m  un t i l  I feel a n o t h e r  h u m ,  
a s t u t t e r i n g  day,  t he  wa t e r y  sun.
W h o ’s no t  saved far f r o m h o m e  
will  never  k n o w  w h a t  lost means ;  
a l one  f i ni t e  d an c e ,  t he  o n e  m a p  
I have,  is w o r t h  less t h a n  1 h ad  h o p e d .  
T o w a r d  a s t r a n g e r  h o m e  I h o m e .
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C r o w s  o n  t h e  La t e  E d g e  o f  y o u r  B l a c k o u t
Farer ,  p o o r l y  back  f r o m t here ,  
you  d i d  n o t  suck  a c lod  
o f  s p e n t  coal  all n i gh t .
It just  t as t es  l ike t ha t .
We  k n o w  t he  s tory,  
w i t n e s s e d  all y o u  c a n ’t 
r e m e m b e r .  O u r  m i n u t e s  
are m i n u t e l y  de t a i l e d  
a n d  m i m e o d  for  t he  t yp i s t  
as we s peak .  S p e a k i n g  o f  
s p e a k i n g ,  y o u r  fat  t o n g u e  
is also a s low one .  Forg ive  
us if we  m u s t  a m e n d  
or  ga rb l e  y o u r  m u s h  to keep  
t he  arc t he  least  hi t  cr i sp.
I h a n k  you .  You u n d e r s t a n d  
the  b r o w n  n o d d i e s  are bus y  
in AC ,  t e n d i n g  a d e a t h  n o d —  
s o m e  cos ta l  j u n k y  t u c k e d  
a n d  g u t t e r i n g  in a s t a i rwel l .
I t ’s just  o u r  n i g h t  job,  a n d  thi s  
d o e s n ’t ruf f le  us a ni t .  Look:  
we d o n ' t  b l am e .  We  c a n ’t bless.
Houle 4 5
M E G  W A D E
T H E  D E F E N S E
There’s a th ing  in my chest
a punch  table I d like to swallow.
I cannot be afraid to tell it all wrong.
Here are the Tacts:
I know that I know how to kill that makes me an adult.
I know I m ight not leave here w ith  the amnesty 
I hope for, b u t  that the rest will
become clear in the short  t im e I’m allowed.
So what if I d idn ’t give up
the ship let the record show I drew flags
signaling
I carried dangerous goods
— A proper w olf  whistle m ore leg
my prowl fearsome as a waitress 
waking up from a Blue Ridge/ wedding, lips/swollen, and tw enty-tw o/ rounds 
gone from the pistol.
W h en  I m en tioned  the gun, just now, what did you imagine my body  doing?
S om eth ing  like dancing, b u t  no t dancing?
A shameful celebration?
Ibis is what surviving feels like—
the fact is, he d id n ’t kill me and now I have a long tim e left to live.
Clearly, I’m  do ing  the best I can.
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I had to take my spoiled body and build lights around it.
Get down on my knees and pray 
I d be visible again.
I witnessed every terrible thing my right hand would show me.
I can only hope to be judged
not by the precision of my actions 
i but the consequences o f  my confession.
H alf  lullaby half field-holier
m not just chewing with my m outh  open.
f  the saying’s true if you love someone
'ou should get to know them as best you can then I have tried—
\11 that drinking I did over Christmas,
>lown-out / hose and skint knees, my dress / ghosting floor after foreign floor,
I was just trying to take my body back.
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C H A R L E S  HAVERTY
BLACK BOX
Ford Arbe i t e r  a nd  I were a s se mbl i ng  a mode l  a i r p l ane ,  t he  de 
Hav i l l and  M o s q u i t o ,  w h e n  he said I s h o u l d  k n o w  s o m e t h i n g  
a b o u t  his or igins .  I he wor d  ovigins spoke  to me  ol  c o m i c  b o o k  
be g i n n i n g s — baby S u p e r m a n  r ocke t i ng  o u t  ot d o o m e d  K r y p t o n  
a nd  c o m i n g  d o w n  in a Kansas  c o r n f i e l d — but  l ord  d i d n t  read 
c omi c  books ,  he just  t a lked this way. He  w o u l d  tell me  once ,  he 
said,  bu t  I mus t  p r omi s e  never  to m e n t i o n  it again.  1 he m o r n i n g  
he was bo r n ,  two ai r l iners  left Los Angeles  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  wi t h i n  
three  m i n u t e s  o f  each other ,  one  b o u n d  for St.  Loui s ,  t he  o t h e r  
for Ch i cago .  An h o u r  a nd  a h a l f  later,  the  p l anes  co l l i ded  over  
the  G r a n d  C a n y o n .  No  one  survived.  F o r d ’s f a t he r  was on  the  
Ch i c a g o  fl ight .
I real ized,  to my hor ror ,  t ha t  he was a b o u t  to cry,  t he  first  
of on l y  t wo r imes I ever  saw h i m close to tears,  a n d  was  rel ieved 
whe n  he r e t u r ned  to ou r  mode l ,  his t ape r ed  f ingers  f i t t i ng  the 
M o s q u i t o ’s m u l t i - p a n e d  c a n o p y  preci sely i n to  place.  I his was,  in 
fact ,  my model .  T h e y  were always my  mode l s ,  wh i c h  we always 
bui l t  at my house  a nd  at my i nv i t a t i on ,  t h o u g h  we never  s poke  
in t hose  t e rms  or  of t he  fact t ha t  I ’d never  set foot  in his house .  
O n c e ,  u n i nv i t e d ,  I bi cycled six a nd  a half  mi les  to t he  city,  to 
F o r d ’s n e i g h b o r h o o d ,  bu t  whe n  I saw wher e  he l ived— o n e  in a 
d r ea ry  b l ock o f  r u n - d o w n  row hous e s — I t u r n e d  back  a r o u n d .  I 
never  m e n t i o n e d  this to Ford,  jus t  as I never  m e n t i o n e d  his f a ther  
or  the  crash.  I kept  my promi se .
Stil l ,  1 c o u l d n ’t s t op  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  w h a t  h e ’d to ld  me,  
a nd  soon I was p o r i ng  over  l i b r a r y - b o u n d  vo l ume s  o f  Tim e, L ife , 
a nd  N ew sw eek , r avenous  for detai ls .  T h e r e  was no  “ b l ack  b o x ” 
a boa r d  e i t he r  ai rcraf t  in 1956,  so the q u e s t i on  o f  h ow  a D o u g ­
las D C - 7  Ma i n l i n e r  a nd  a Lockheed  Supe r  C o n s t e l l a t i o n  crossed 
pa ths  2 1 , 0 0 0  feet above the Pa i n t ed  De s e r t  w i t h o u t  see ing each
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o th e r  rem a ined  a myste ry  as inso luble  as the assassinat ions  of my 
c h i ldhood .  Iden t i f ica t ion  o f  the  vic t ims was largely impossible,  
and  F o rd ’s fa the r ’s remains  were bur ied  along  with those of t w e n ­
ty-eigh t  fellow passengers in four coffins on the s o u th e rn  r im of 
the canyon .  A decade after  the c rash— even now over half a c e n ­
tury  la te r— bits o f  wreckage w ou ld  tu rn  up a m o n g  the cliffs. My 
im ag ina t ion  l ingered longest  over the more  personal  art i facts ,  a 
fork twisted in to  the shape o f  a pretzel ,  a d im e  and  a p enny  fused 
in a lady’s change  purse,  a m a n ’s w r is tw atch  s topped  at 10 :3 2 , the 
very in s tan t  o f  F o rd ’s b i r th ,  or  so 1 imagined .
O u r  mode ls  were mainly  W or ld  V(ar II f ighters  Mess-  
e r schm i t t s  and Stukas,  Spitf ires and Lockheed  L igh tn ings  and 
as wi th m os t  th ings ,  Ford's engage m en t  went  deeper  than  mine,  
reaching  in to  h is to ry  and the specif ic role each played in the c o n ­
duc t  and o u tc o m e  o f  the war. But in the seriousness of pu rpose  
Ford b ro u g h t  to the ir  assembly,  I sensed s o m e th in g  tha t  t r a n ­
scended  historica l  interest :  a symbolic  a t t e m p t  to u n d o  the crash 
and his fa the r ’s dea th ,  to p u t  th ings  r ight ,  to reverse t ime.
His hands  were what  I first no ti ced  abou t  h im ,  his long 
f ingers carving words  ou t  of the air. My parents  had pul led  me 
o u t  o f  public  school  and  in to  C a tho l ic  high school ,  no t  because 
they were rel igious b u t  because where  we lived it was the clos­
est th ing  to prep school ,  which  be t te r  su i ted  the ir  c o n ce p t io n  of 
themselves.  I was an especial ly larval th i r te en  and  rarely spoke.  
O n e  O c to b e r  a f te rn o o n ,  as we changed  back  in to  ou r  clo thes  after  
gym class, a s o p h o m o re  nam ed  D a n n y  Wetzel  cal led me d u m ­
my,” and th o u g h  I d idn ' t  know  Ford, he took  Wetzel by the th roa t  
and  pushed  h im  up against  the lockers.  “You know  I could  kill 
you,  d o n ’t you?” he said,  as mi ld ly  as ask ing ab o u t  the weather.  
W etze l’s face went purp le .  “D on't you?” Wetzel  n o d d ed ,  with  p o p ­
ping,  p le ad ing  eyes. A week later  his neck was still s tr iped with
five long bruises.
Haverty
Ford  w a s n ’t l ike o t h e r  peop l e ;  he  w a s n ’t l ike me .  W e  wer e  
b o t h  o n l y  c h i l d r e n  a n d  s o l i t a r y  by n a t u r e ,  b u t  he  was  b e t t e r  at  it 
t h a n  I was,  s m a r t e r  a n d  s t r onger .  H e  h a d  a d ee p ,  h o n e y e d  voi ce  
a n d  a r i ch vocabu l a ry .  H e  read real  b o o k s  a n d  be l i ev e d  in t he  
c o m m u n i o n  o f  sa i n t s ,  t h e  fo r g i venes s  of  s ins ,  a n d  t h e  r e s u r r e c ­
t i on  o f  t he  body.  H e  neve r  swore .  T h o u g h  o u r  s c h o o l  i m p o s e d  a 
dress  code ,  t he r e  was  wi ggl e  r o o m  even w i t h i n  t h o s e  c o n s t r a i n t s ,  
b u t  Ford ' s  h a i r c u t  a n d  c l o t h e s  l o o k e d  l e f t ove r  f r o m  t h e  E i s e n h o w ­
er a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  as if, l ike t h a t  w a t c h  fo r eve r  f r ozen  at  1 0 : 32  
A . M. ,  J u n e  30 ,  1956 ,  he we re  s t u c k  in t h e  c u l t u r a l  m o m e n t  o f  
his f a t h e r ’s d e a t h .  Hi s  e n t i r e  d e m e a n o r — f a s t i d i o u s ,  p a t r i c i a n ,  
p r u d i s h — s e e me d  t r a n s p l a n t e d  f r o m  an ea r l i e r  era.  To  m y  m i n d  
thi s  l en t  h i m  a sur e f i r e  s ense  of  t r a g e d y  a n d  mys t e r y ,  a n d  w h e n  
we t u r n e d  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  f r o m m o d e l  a i r p l a n e s  t o  t h e  u n t o u c h ­
able  gir ls  w h o  m o v e d  a m o n g  us in t h e i r  r e g u l a t i o n  p l a i d  ski r t s ,  it 
p a i n e d  me  t h a t  he  d i d  n o t h i n g  to e x p l o i t  t h i s — t h o u g h ,  o f  c o u r s e ,
I d i d n ’t say so.  We  t a l ked  in t e r m s  o f  love,  by w h i c h  I m e a n t  sex.  
Ford  real ly d i d  m e a n  love.  H e  s p o k e  o f  it l ike a m y s t i c  c o n t e m ­
p l a t i n g  t he  n a t u r e  of  h e a v e n ,  b u t  w i t h o u t  a s i ng l e  t h o u g h t  to,  say, 
its i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ;  w h e r e a s  m y  a p p r o a c h  was  all a b o u t  i n f r a s t r u c ­
t ure ,  as i f  I we re  p l a n n i n g  t h e  m o s t  c o m p l i c a t e d  o f  hei s t s .
1 hese  we r e  t he  ear ly  s event i e s ,  t h e  last  days  o f  N i x o n .  
Ford  was  s t a u n c h l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  wh i l e  I was  f a s h i o n a b l y  l iberal .  
Yet we neve r  d i s cus s ed  p o l i t i c s — a n d  by n o w  y o u  m u s t  real i ze t h a t  
d i s c r e t i o n  was  o u r  m o d u s  o p e r a n d i ,  t h e  g l u e  t h a t  he l d  o u r  f r i e n d ­
s h i p  t oge t he r .  I he s i ngl e  t i m e  I b r e a c h e d  o u r  c o d e  o f  s i l ence  we 
s t o p p e d  t a l k i ng .  It was t he  n i g h t  m y  p a r e n t s  h a u l e d  m e  a w a y  to 
col l ege  in I o wa — Ford  s t ayed  b e h i n d  to a t t e n d  t h e  local  c o m ­
m u n i t y  co l l ege— a n d  in t h e  c o u r s e  of  a t e l e p h o n e  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,
I v e n t e d  m y  r i g h t e o u s  i n d i g n a t i o n  ove r  N i x o n ’s p a r d o n ,  g r a n t e d  
t h a t  very m o r n i n g  by a n o t h e r  Ford .  Ford  h u n g  u p  o n  me .  T h e  
p h o n e  still  w a r m  in m y  h a n d ,  I c o n v i n c e d  m y s e l f  t h a t  I ’d o u t -
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grown h im ,  an d  twelve hours  later  I met  Loret ta .
We met in my first class, sociology,  t a u g h t  by a loose­
breas ted,  barefoot  radical feminis t  nam ed  Sally Iuckcr. Every 
M onday,  Wednesday,  and  Friday m o rn in g ,  Professor luc ke r  made  
the case against  sex, d e c o n s t ru c t in g  it, desex ing it, s t r ip p in g  away 
the veneer to reveal the pa t r ia rchal  u n d e r p in n i n g s  b eh in d  power  
and  powerlessness,  beh in d  every th ing .  T h o u g h  her lectures on 
topics like “O u r  Sexist Language ,” “O rg a n s  and  O rg a s m s ,” and 
“T h e  Mask o f  Beauty” were m ean t  to pu t  us o f f  sex, they  worked  
the oppos i te  effect on Lore t ta  and  me. Enf lam ed ,  w e d  go back 
to her room ,  pack her g loom y ro o m m a te  Margie  off to the li­
brary* and  have at each other .  W T h  all ou r  talk,  talk,  talk,  Ford 
and  I had tu rn e d  sex in to  a puzzle,  b u t  it wasn t m etaphys ics  or 
even ro b b in g  T i f fa ny ’s. It was easy, and  Lore t ta  and  I were easy 
together.  Both o f  us basked in be ing  seen for the first t ime,  two 
virgins gorg ing  ourselves on each other .  I w ou ld  marvel at the way 
her parts  so precisely fit mine ,  at the incredib le  l iving fact of  her, 
unti l  she'd say, “ I t’s just me,  Larry.”
But soon  we began to argue over this and  tha t ,  and  then  
we seemed to do li t tle b u t argue.  A ro u n d  H alloween  she missed 
her  per iod  and  refused to take a p regnancy  test ,  afraid this w ou ld  
s o m e h o w  “make it real” and  force choices  she wasn't  ready or  wil l­
ing to make.  I w an ted  to know, to clear  up any d o u b ts ,  and  in ­
sisted there  was really only  one  choice  and  the longer  she wai ted  
the harder  tha t  cho ice would  be. In her  hes i t a t ion  I sensed a sort 
o f  biological  t rap.  We went  h o m e  at Thanksgiv ing,  and  w hen  we 
re tu rned  to school  Loret ta  sat in the back of the lecture hall,  as 
far from me as possible.  N e i th e r  of us co n tac te d  the o th e r  and  I 
prayed th ings  wou ld  take care of themselves.
G lo o m y  Margie,  her  r o o m m a te ,  cal led before dawn a few days 
later. “L ore t ta ’s in the hospita l ,  she said. “She lost the baby.
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I s t o o d  in t h e  d a r k ,  m y  h a n d  c u p p e d  a r o u n d  t h e  m o u t h p i e c e .  I 
d i d n ’t say a n y t h i n g .  I c o u l d n ’t. “ I t h i n k  y o u  b e t t e r  ge t  o v e r  h e r e , ” 
she  sa id .  "I t h i n k  y o u  b e t t e r  ge t  ove r  he re  now.
I t o o k  a taxi to  th e  h o s p i t a l .  S u n r i s e  f l a red  t h r o u g h  th e  
w i n d s h i e l d  l ike th e  t o r c h e s  w i e l d e d  by th e  i g n o r a n t ,  b l o o d t h i r s t y  
v i l lagers  in s o m e  F r a n k e n s t e i n  mov ie .  I was  th e  m o n s t e r ,  c lu m sy ,  
m u t e ,  m i s u n d e r s t o o d .  Even  th e  c a b d r i v e r  s s i l en ce  felt  c o n t e m p ­
t u o u s .  At  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  I w e n t  u p  t h e  e l eva to r ,  pas t  a n u r s e ’s s t a ­
t i o n .  M a r g i e  h ad  to ld  me w h e r e  to go.  1 he n u r s e  a t  t h e  d e s k  
s w i t c h e d  o f f  a t r a n s i s t o r  r a d io  a n d  s n a p p e d  to a t t e n t i o n .  “ E xcuse  
me ,  sir," she  ca l le d  a f te r  me.  “Sir? V i s i t i n g  h o u r s  a r e n ’t t i l l— ”
“ I ’m th e  Ei ther,"  I sa id ,  as i f  t h a t  e x p l a i n e d  e v e r y t h i n g ,  
a n d  she  d i d n ' t  a r gue .
I he d o o r  was o p e n .  I saw M a r g ie  f irs t .  S h e  sa t  in an  o r ­
a n g e  c h a i r  w i t h  h e r  feet  u p  o n  th e  b e d ,  co v e r e d  by a t h i n  be ige  
b l a n k e t .  L o r e t t a  lay p r o p p e d  u p  by p i l lo w s ,  l hey  s t o p p e d  t a l k i n g  
w h e n  th e y  saw me.  L o re t t a  u su a l ly  w o r e  c o n t a c t  lenses ,  b u t  n o w  
sh e  h a d  o n  he r  b ig  b u l k y  glasses ,  w h i c h  m a g n i f i e d  t h e  a c c u s a t i o n  
in h e r  eyes.  In th e  s h o r t - s l e e v e d  h o s p i t a l  g o w n ,  h e r  a r m s  s e e m e d  
m o r e  n a k e d  t h a n  w h e n  she  h a d  all h e r  c l o t h e s  off.
" H e y , ” I sa id  a n d  t o u c h e d  h e r  s t o m a c h .  It fel t  s t r a n g e l y  
w a r m  a n d  d i s t e n d e d ,  even t h r o u g h  th e  b l a n k e t .
M a r g i e  s w u n g  he r  feet  d o w n  o f f  t h e  b e d  a n d  p u l l e d  o n  h e r  
b o o t s .  "If y o u  n ee d  m e ,  I' ll be  d o w n s t a i r s  in t h e  c a f e t e r i a . ” S h e  
r e fu sed  to  lo o k  at  me.
I l i s t e n ed  to  t h e  swish  of h e r  n y l o n  p a r k a  as sh e  m a r c h e d  
to t h e  e l eva to r .  1 he  d o o r s  w h o o s h e d  o p e n  a n d  s h u t .  “ I f  y o u  n e e d  
h e r ? ”
D o n  t s t a r t ,  L o r e t t a  sa id .  “ M a r g i e ’s b e e n  a s a i n t .  I d o n  t 
k n o w  w h a t  I d have d o n e  w i t h o u t  her.
I a sked  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  a n d  she  t o ld  me.  I he  n i g h t  b e f o r e ,  
s h e d  b e g u n  to  ach e  a n d  b leed  a n d  it g o t  w o r s e  a n d  w o r s e  u n t i l
Haverty
final ly she came  to the emergency  room.  It was a cyst,  she said,  
not  a pr egnancy  bu t  an ovar ian cyst the size of a quar te r .  Wi th  
the t ip o f  her  forefinger,  she drew a t ight  circle in the air be tween 
us, and as she c o n t i nu ed  to speak,  words  r e tu rned  to thei r  normal  
weight  and  size and I und e r s t o o d  tha t  n one  o f  this had any t h i n g  
to do  wi th me,  that  she’d have w o u n d  up  in this bed in this room 
in this hospi tal  w h e t h e r  o u r  lives had col l ided or  not .
“ It hu r t  a lo t , Larry. It still hur ts . "  She f l ipped back the 
covers and  there was a ho t  water  bot t l e  where  I d t ouched  her. She 
asked me to e m p t y  the bot t l e  and  fill it up  again.  Before I reached 
the sink she said,  “ I need a no t he r  favor.  Ma r g i e ’ll need a ride back 
to campus . "
T h e  red r ubbe r  bot t l e  had gone  cold in my hands .  “Are 
you tel l ing me I t ook  a cab over here at the crack of  dawn  because 
Margie  needs  a ride? W h y  doesn' t  she dr ive herself?"
“She can ’t. She has n ’t got  her  license.
“You drove yourself here?
“ I told you:  Margie  came wi th. "
“So why doesn' t  Margie  take a cab?
“ I can t just leave my car here,  Larry. It costs money . ”
I came closer.  “W h y ’d she tell me you lost the baby?"
“ Because I d id .“
“No,  you d i d n ’t." I s tood  at the foot  o f  the bed.  “You can t 
lose s o me t h i n g  you never—
“ But  I did lose a baby.  I mean ,  I t h o u g h t  I was p r egnan t  
and then sudden l y  I wasn' t .  I t ’s still a loss." I didn ' t  know wha t  to 
say to that  and  c o n t i n u e d  to stare down  at her  unt i l  she looked 
away. “Wou l d  you even have c ome  if she hadn't said t ha t ?”
“Jesus,  Loret ta. "  I was pract ical ly s hout ing .  “ It was my 
baby,  too.
She looked up  at me t h r ou g h  those  colossal  lenses.  “W h a t  
baby?” she asked softly,  and  I wan t ed  to run,  to get as far f rom her
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as poss ib le .  W e ’d fa iled a n d  we w e re  e m b a r r a s s e d  by o u r  fa i l u re ,  
by bio logy ,  by ea ch  o th e r .
“O h ,  La rry , ” she  sa id ,  w i t h  a p a i n e d  e x p r e s s i o n  I ’d n ev e r  
seen be fo re .  It was a l m o s t  a sm i le .
“ It h u r t s ? ”
“ N o , ” she  sa id .  “ I m e a n  yes,  b u t  t h a t ’s n o t — ”
A n u r s e  c a m e  in,  th e  o n e  w h o ’d t r i ed  to  s t o p  m e  ea r l ier .  
“You rea l ly  c a n ’t be in h e r e , ” she  sa id ,  re ad y  for  a f igh t ,  b u t  th i s  
was jus t  w h a t  1 w a n t e d  to  hear.  1 h a n d e d  h e r  t h e  b o t t l e ,  as i f  it 
c o n t a i n e d  all t h e  p o i s o n  b e t w e e n  L o r e t t a  a n d  me.
“So long ,  Lar ry ,” L o r e t t a  sa id .  1 was  n e a r l y  o u t  t h e  d o o r  
w h e n  she  ca l le d  m y  n a m e  ag a in .  “ T h e  ca r  k eys . ” I l l -u s ed  a n d  u n ­
m a n n e d ,  I f i shed  t h r o u g h  h e r  p u r s e  w h i l e  t h e  n u r s e  t e n d e d  to  her.
I f o u n d  th e  keys  a n d  d a n g l e d  t h e m  b e t w e e n  us.  A t h e r m o m e t e r  
j u t t e d  f r o m  th e  c o r n e r  o f  h e r  m o u t h  a n d  she  w a g g le d  h e r  e y e ­
b ro w s  by way o f  g o o d b y e .
1 he  e l e v a to r  o p e n e d  o n t o  th e  g r o u n d  f l o o r  a n d  I t u r n e d  
th e  c o r n e r  to t h e  c a fe te r ia ,  th e  p o i s o n  sti l l  f i zz ing in m y  b l o o d .
1 h o u g h  it w a sn  t ye t  n in e ,  a m i s t  of c h i c k e n  n o o d l e  s o u p  h u n g  
in t h e  air,  a n d  I c o u l d  see M a r g i e  a t  a t ab le  w i t h  h e r  b a c k  to  me.
1 k n e w  I was th e  bad  g u y  in h e r  eyes,  a m o n s t e r  o f  s e l f i sh n es s ,  
a n d  th e  p r o s p e c t  o f  s h a r i n g  h e r  c o m p a n y  fo r  t h e  f i f t ee n  m i n u t e s  
it w o u l d  t ak e  to d r iv e  to c a m p u s  was m o r e  t h a n  I c o u l d  bear.  I 
t u r n e d  a r o u n d  a n d  w a lk e d  t h r o u g h  th e  l o b b y  a n d  o u t  to  t h e  p a r k ­
ing lot .  It d i d n t  take  lo n g  to  f in d  L o r e t t a ’s car,  a r o b i n ’s egg  b l u e  
C h e v y  Vega.  I d ro v e  o u t  o f  t h e  lo t  a n d  t h r o u g h  t h e  city.  C l o u d s  
c u r d l e d  in t h e  ea s te rn  sky. T h e  I n t e r s t a t e  o p e n e d  u p  b e f o r e  m e  
a n d  I d r o v e  o n ,  t u c k i n g  L o r e t t a ,  M a r g i e ,  a n d  t h e i r  lies b e h i n d  me.
I w a n t e d  to go h o m e ,  to go b ack  in t i m e ,  b ac k  to  r i d i n g  b ikes  a n d  
b u i l d i n g  m o d e l  a i rp l a n e s .  But  I d bee n  h o m e  less t h a n  t w o  w eeks  
ear l ier ,  a n d  m y  p a r e n t s  h a r d ly  k n e w  w h a t  to  d o  w i t h  m e  t h e n .  M y  
r e a p p e a r a n c e  w o u l d  be i m p o s s i b l e  to  e x p l a i n ,  ye t  it s e e m e d  j u s t
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as i mp o s s i b l e  to go b a c k  to Des  M o i n e s ,  so I ke p t  d r i v i n g ,  w i t h  no 
c lue  o f  wh e r e  I was  h e a d e d  or  w h a t  I m i g h t  d o  w h e n  1 got  t here .
It b e ga n  to rain o u t s i d e  Iowa Ci ty ,  t he  t e m p e r a t u r e  f a l l ing  last ,  
a n d  by t he  t i m e  I r ea c he d  We s t  Br a n c h  t he  w i n d s h i e l d  wi pe r s  were  
f r eez ing  up ,  so I d e c i d e d  to get  l u n c h  a n d  wa i t  o u t  t he  we a t he r .  I 
t o o k  o n e  w r o n g  t u r n  a f t e r  a n o t h e r ,  un t i l  I f o u n d  mysel f  in t he  p a r k ­
ing lot  o f  a r o a d h o u s e  ca l l ed I he H o r n e d  l o a d .  A sign o u t  f r on t ,  
d r i p p i n g  wi t h  icicles,  r ead,  “ F A S H I O N  S H O W  12 — 3.
T h e  p l ace  was  c r o w d e d  wi t h  m e n ,  m a y b e  a c o u p l e  d o z e n ,  
p r o fe s s i ona l  t ypes ,  Elks  a n d  R o t a r i a n s  in j acket s  a n d  t ies,  each on 
t h e  c u s p  o f  m i d d l e  age,  each at  his o w n  t able .  T h r e e  y o u n g  w o m ­
e n — o n e  b l o n d e ,  o n e  r e d h e a d ,  a n d  o n e  m o u s y  b r u n e t t e — w a n d e r e d  
f r om t ab l e  to t ab l e  in t r a n s l u c e n t  l i nger i e  a n d  h i gh  heels ,  wh i l e  b e ­
t ween  d r i n k s  t he  m e n  t u c k e d  do l l a r  bi l ls i n t o  t he  m o d e l s  pa n t i e s ,  
h u t  t he r e  was  no  joy in it, n o n e  t ha t  I c o u l d  see.  I hese m e n  s ee me d  
to b r e a t h e  o ne  co l l ec t i ve  s igh,  just  a u d i b l e  b e t w e e n  t he  songs  o n  t he  
j ukebox .  T h e  songs  were  sad,  t oo ,  p a t h e t i c  a n d  full  of  y e a r n i n g —  
“ I t ’s O n l y  M a k e  Be l i eve” by C o n w a y  Twi t ty ,  “ B o b b y ’s Gi r l "  by Ma r -  
cie Blanc ,  “ Tears  o n  M y  P i l l o w ” by Li t t l e  A n t h o n y  a n d  t he  I m p e r i ­
als— each at  least  a d o z e n  years  o l d ,  each w i t h  a sob  in its t h r o a t .
I was  e a t i n g  a BLT at  a c o r n e r  t ab l e  w h e n  t he  b r u n e t t e  a p ­
p r o a c h e d .  She  wo r e  a me s h  bra  a n d  m a t c h i n g  G - s t r i n g .  D e s p i t e  a 
mas k  o f  m a k e u p ,  he r  face l oo k e d  g h o s t l y  pale,  a l m o s t  i n c a n d e s c e n t  
in t he  d i m  l ight .  A pr i ce  t ag d a n g l e d  f r o m  t he  left  c u p  of h e r  hra.  It 
read “ $ 3 0 . ”
“ W h a t  s y o u r  n a m e ,  honey?
I was  a f ra id  to give he r  m y  real n a m e .  “ F o r d , ’ I said.
“ N o ,  honey ,  y o u r  f i rst  n a m e . ”
“ For d  is m y  first  na me .
“ You' re k i d d i n g , ” she  said.  “ M i n e ’s R a n d y . ” I c o u l d n ' t  l ook  
he r  in t he  face;  I was  t h a t  shy. “You d o n ' t  l ike me ,  Ford?"  She  t i l t ed
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her  pelvis t o wa r d  me.  W a s h i n g t o n  a n d  Li nco l n  pee red  s o l e m n l y  
t h r o u g h  the  mesh.
“ No ,  I said.  “ I mea n ,  yes. Yes, 1 do l ike y o u . ”
“T h e n  why  don ' t  you  buy  me  a dr ink?
“T h e y  let you d r i n k  on  the  j ob?” My  voice w o b b l e d .
“T h a t  is t he  j ob , ” she said.  “C o m e  on ,  Ford.  Buy me  a
Ta b? ”
I h a n d e d  her  a f ive-dol l ar  bill .  She  s t a shed  it wi t h  t he  o t h ­
ers,  kept  the  change ,  a nd  sat d o w n  next  to me.  She  l eaned  closer,  
s q u i n t i n g .  " W o w , ” she said.  "You’re just  a kid.  W h a t  do  you  need  
to c o m e  to a place l ike this for?
"I d o n ’t need t o , ” 1 said.  “ I was just  hungr y ,  is al l . ”
“So you c a me  here? To t he H o r n e d  Load?”
I l ooked  a r o u n d  a n d  i ma g i ne d  Lor e t t a ,  Mar g i e ,  a n d  P r o ­
fessor  Fucker,  c o n d e m n i n g  me  to de a t h ,  if on l y  for my  d i s i n g e n u ­
ousness .  But  I h a d n ’t c o m e  here for sex; I d c o m e  for  l u n c h .  “ I ’m 
just  pass ing t h r o u g h . ”
R a n d y  pu t  her  h a n d  on  my  th igh  a nd ,  wi t h  s u d d e n  u r ­
gency,  asked,  "You pass ing t h r o u g h  D a v e n p o r t ? ” My  leg t r e mb l e d  
u n d e r  her  f ingers.  “ You go i ng  east  on  80?
I n o d d e d .
“You wa n t  c o m p a n y ? ”
“Sure,  I said,  t h o u g h  I w a s n ’t sure  at  all. She  told me  her  
shif t  was over  in f i f teen mi n u t e s  a nd  s h e d  m e e t  me  in t he  p a r k i n g  
lot.
I he sun  was o u t  b u t  t he  air  felt colder .  O n e  o f  t he  m o d ­
els, t he  r edhead ,  s t ood  at t he  e n t r a n c e  w r a p p e d  in a m a n ’s c h e c k ­
ered spor t s  j acket ,  s ca t t e r i ng  fist fuls of  salt  l ike a f a r m girl  f eed i ng  
the ch i ckens .  Lo r e t t a s  car  was l acque red  wi t h  ice, a n d  it t ook  me  
a whi l e  to get  t he  d o o r  open .  I t u r n e d  on  the  e n g i n e  a n d  s c raped  
the  wi nds h i e l d .  1 he ice was l ike a s e c ond  w i n d s h i e l d  b o n d e d  to 
t he  first,  and  it was hard  to tell whe r e  t he  ice e n d e d  a n d  t he  glass
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began .  I he n  R a n d y  e m e r g e d ,  w e a r i n g  glasses a n d  a l ong  bl ack 
C o s s a c k  c oa t  t ha t  t r a i l ed  a l o n g  t he  g r o u n d .  She  waved  to me  a n d  
s t a r t e d  across  t he  p a r k i n g  lot ,  ha l t i ng l y ,  p r ac t i c a l l y  l u r c h i n g ,  a n d  
I w o n d e r e d  if she  had  a c l u b f o o t  or  had  s uf f e red  s o m e  i n j u r y  I d 
s o m e h o w  mis sed .  H a l f w a y  to t he  car  s he  s t o p p e d  a n d  just  s t o o d  
there .  As I s t e p p e d  t o w a r d  her,  she  t h r e w  o p e n  he r  coa t  a n d  a 
l i t t le girl  e m e r g e d ,  as in s o m e  ma g i c  t r i ck.  T h e  girl  l oo k e d  f ou r  
o r  l ive years  o l d ,  wi t h  o r a n g e  hair ,  a p i n k  d o w n  jacke t  a c o u p l e  
sizes t oo  big,  a n d  a m a t c h i n g  pl as t i c  pu r se .  R a n d y  m a d e  b r i sk  i n ­
t r o d u c t i o n s .  “ Ford ,  C h l o e .  C h l o e ,  F o r d . ” A c l o u d  o f  sexual  t h r e a t  
had  l i l t ed ,  a n d  idiot ical ly ,  g ra t e ful ly ,  I o f fe r ed  my  h a n d .  C h l o e  
s h o o k  it, t h e n  dove  h e a d l o n g  i n t o  t he  backsea t .  R a n d y  s e t t l ed  in 
on  t he  pa s s e nge r  s side.
Before  I ’d p u t  t he  car  in gear ,  I fel t  a t ap  on  m y  s h o u l d e r  
a n d  t u r n e d  a r o u n d .  C h l o e  t h r u s t  a smal l  s q u a r e  o f  f o l ded  n e w s ­
pa p e r  at  me.  I u n f o l d e d  it g e n t l y — its creases  wer e  t u r n i n g  to 
h n t — a n d  t he r e  was  a p h o t o g r a p h  o f  t he  Rev. I)r.  M a r t i n  L u t h e r  
King ,  Jr.
I t s  t he  k i n g , ” C h l o e  said ma t t e r - o f - f a c t l y .  “ H e ’s g o n n a  
get  s h o t . ”
It had  be e n  six years  s ince  Dr .  K i n g  was  ki l l ed a n d  I d i d n ’t 
k n o w  w h e t h e r  o r  h o w  to say so. H e  s t a r ed  o u t  at  me  he re  in t he  
fu t u r e ,  his eyes heavy  wi t h  f o r e k n o w l e d g e  a n d  loss.  I r e f o l ded  t he  
p i c t u r e  t en d e r l y  a n d  h a n d e d  it ha c k  to C h l o e ,  w h o  r e t u r n e d  it to 
her  pu r se ,  s n a p p i n g  it s hu t .
R a n d y  g u i d e d  me  hack  to t he  i n t e r s t a t e ,  wh i l e  all a r o u n d  
us wi res  a n d  b r a n c h e s  shed  g l i t t e r y  hus ks  o f  ice. O n c e  we j o i ne d  
Ro u t e  80 ,  a s u f f o c a t i n g  s i l ence  f i l led t he  car,  a n d  to b r ea k  it I 
said,  “ I l ike y o u r  g lasses , ” w h i c h  wer e  as big a n d  c l u n k y  as L o ­
r e t t a ’s.
“ Yeah?” she  said.  “T h e y  won ' t  let  me  we a r  t h e m  wh i l e  I ’m 
w o r k i n g . ”
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“T h e r e ’s always  c on t ac t s .
“ N o  way I ’m  g o n n a  s t i ck glass in my  eyes.  A n d  t h e n  you
go t t a  c lean t h e m  a n d  al l . ”
“ I had  a g i r l f r i end  w h o  used to c l ean hers  in he r  m o u t h . ” 
“T h a t ’s no t  c l e a n i n g  t h e m , ’ R a n d y  said in a t o n e  of d a r k  
d i sappr ova l .  “T h e  h u m a n  m o u t h  car r ies  m o r e  g e r ms  t h a n  a d o g s .  
“ I had  no idea . ”
“ Wel l ,  it does .  T h e  m o u t h ’s t he  d i r t i e s t  pa r t  of  t he  b o d y . ” 
H e r  hai r  was pu l l ed  hack  in a severe b u n ,  her  face as pa le  a n d  
p o r o u s  as t he  m o o n ,  ( " ha s t e ne d ,  I ran my  t o n g u e  over  m y  t ee t h .  
“Anyway,  i t ’s just  as well  t hey  w o n ’t let  me  we a r  t h e m , ” she  said.  
“ W h e n  I t ake  t h e m  off,  I d i sappear .  1 ha t  he lps  a l o t . ’
She  w e n t  s i l ent  again b u t  1 felt  w o r d - s t a r v e d ,  d e s p e r a t e  
for  talk.  “ R a n d y , ” I said.  “ Is t ha t  s h o r t  for  s o m e t h i n g  o r — ”
“You steal  this  car,  Fo r d? ”
1 g l anced  at  C h l o e  in t he  r ea rv i ew mi r ro r ,  t h e n  pas t  her  
o u t  t he  ba c k  wi ndow.  “O f  cou r s e  1 d i d n ’t. Jesus ,  Randy .  W h y  
w o u l d  you  even ask me  t h a t ? ”
“ C a u s e  this  is a g i r l ’s car . ”
“O h ,  yeah? A n d  w h a t  make s  you  say t h a t ? ”
“ It just  is. '
“ You' re r ight ,  I said qui ckly ,  less a f ra id  of  he r  t h i n k i n g  I 
was a t h i e f  t ha n  t ha t  I w o u l d  o w n  an e f f e m i n a t e  car.  “ It is a g i r l ’s 
car.  But  I d i dn ' t  steal  it.
“T h e n  wh o s e  is i t?”
“ My  g i r l f r i e n d ’s.
“ The o n e  wi t h  t he  c o n t a c t  l enses?”
I n o d d e d .
“ Yeah?” she said.  “ I hen  w h y  i sn’t she d r i v i n g  i t?”
“She  c a n ’t . ”
“ W h y  n o t ? ’ She  t u r n e d  t he  l u n a r  pa l l o r  o f  he r  face o n  me  
l ike a s po t l i gh t .  I felt  s t r i pp e d .  “ W h y  n o t , F o r d ? ”
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“ Because she ’s—  I looked up again at the rearview m i r ­
ror. “ Because she’s D-E-A-L).
Randy  went  still, her  hands  in her  lap. “H o w ? ”
“She was flying h o m e  for Thanksgiv ing .  See, w e d  b roken  
up and  it had been weeks since we talked,  and  t h e n — ’
“And then  w h a t?”
“And then  the p lane C - R - A - S - H - E - D .
In the backseat ,  C h lo e  began to chan t ,  “M o m m v  and 
Hordy si t t in in a tree K -I -S -S - I -N -G .  Hirst comes  love—
“All r ight ,  Ch loe ,  Randy  said. “Crazy T i m e ’s over now.”
“T h e n  comes  marr iage .” C h lo e  leaned over the f ront  seat,  
her  face f loat ing between ours.  “ Then comes  Hordy in a baby—
“Sit yourse l f  dow n right  this m i n u te  and  qu it  ac t ing  era-
y y
zy.
“ I ’m no t  car-ray-zee .” C h lo e  rested her  chin on my s h o u l ­
der. Her brea th  smelled o f  choco la te  milk.  “Are you car-ray-zee , 
Hordy?
“ I said, sit d o w n .’’
She sat back with  such a solid t h u m p  tha t  I was afraid 
she’d h u r t  herself.  T h e n  came the snap  o f  her  purse and  the  rust le  
of paper. “Yes, sir. She heaved a rueful  sigh. “T h e  king sure looks 
like he ’s gon n a  get shot .
“So, go o n , ” Randy  said. “Tell me w ha t  you were tel l ing
me.”
“Well,  it seemed the least I cou ld  do was drive her  car to 
her  m o m  a n d —
“No. There was heat  in her  voice; she s o u n d e d  keyed up,  
excited.  “Tell me ab o u t  the y o u - k n o w - w h a t , ” she said. “A bou t  the 
C - R - A - S - H . ”
So I gave her  wha t  she w an ted ,  my very best Hord Ar- 
bei ter , an ecs ta t ic ’s vision o f  hell t ransposed  to the ou tsk i r t s  o f  
Des Moines .  In my vers ion,  the plane came dow n in a cornf ie ld
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shor t l y  af t er  t ake-off ,  the  fuselage b u r s t i n g  l ike a p i n a t a ,  sp i l l ing  
fuel  a nd  lire and  sui tcases  a n d  seat  c u s h i ons .  L o n g - s t e m m e d  o r ­
ange  flags m a r k e d  the  bodi es  a nd  the  par t s  ot bodi es .  T h e  f lames  
rose h i ghe r  t ha n  the  p l a n e s  h i ghes t  a l t i t ude  t h ree  t imes  higher .
I pu l l ed  o u t  all the  s tops .  1 o u t - A r b e i t e r e d  Arbe i t e r ,  a n d  t h r e w  in 
t he  p r e t z e l - sha pe d  s i lverware,  t he  fused d i m e  a n d  penny ,  a n d  the  
wr i s t wa t c h  s to p p e d  at  the  m o m e n t  of i mpa c t .  I let no  o n e  survive.
Ne i t h e r  o f  us said a n y t h i n g  for  a mi le  or  so. An a l mos t  
pos t - co i t a l  ca lm had set t l ed over  us, an af t erglow,  a n d  t h o u g h  I d 
m a d e  it all u p — or mos t  o f  i t— I felt va r i ous ly  gui l ty,  a s h a m e d .  
N o t  on l y  had  1 ki l led o f f  my g i r l f r i end;  I ’d a p p r o p r i a t e d  t he  d e ­
f in i ng  t r agedy  o f  my best  f r i e n d ’s life a n d  t u r n e d  it i n t o  e n t e r t a i n ­
me n t ,  p o r n o g r a p h y ,  a lie.
“T h a t ’s been  h a p p e n i n g  a lot ,  hasn t i t?’ R a n d y  said.
“ W h a t  has?”
“ You know. ” A no t e  o f  i n t i ma c y  had  e n t e r e d  he r  voice,  an 
easiness,  as i f  t here  were s o m e t h i n g  be t we en  us now,  s o m e t h i n g  
w e ’d shared,  and  I felt gu i l t i e r  and  gui l t ier .
“ Has  i t?”
“Sure,  it has.  O t i s  Re dd i ng ,  J i m Cr oc e ,  t ha t  Wa t e r ga t e  
wife,  Mrs .  E. H o w a r d  W h a t ’s - h e r - n a me ,  go i ng  d o w n  in t he  Eve r ­
glades.  Lots o f  people .  W h y  do  you  s u p p o s e  t ha t  is?”
I s h rugged .
“ W a n n a  k n o w  wh a t  I t h i nk ,  Ford? I t h i n k  i t ’s a b o u t
d o u b t . ”
“ Do u b t ?
“ Belief,  disbel ief .  Fai th,  d o u b t .  1 m e a n ,  t he  wh o l e  idea of 
f ly i ng’s a l r eady so crazy,  i sn’t it? I t ’s l ike d r i v i n g . ” She  s we p t  her  
h a n d  in f ront  o f  her,  in f ron t  o f  me.  “ Look at  us b a r r e l i ng  d o w n  
this b l ac k t op  a t — wha t ? — seventy,  e i gh t y  mi les  an hour ,  cars 
z o o m i n g  t owa r d  us,  in all d i r ec t i ons ,  just  i nches  away,  just  as fast,  
even faster.  W h a t  if one  of t hose  dr ivers  sneezed? O r  had  a hea r t
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a t t ack  or  a s t r oke  or  just  wasn' t  p a y i ng  a t t e n t i o n ? ” She f o lded  her  
h a n d s  in her  lap.  “ Yeah,  I t h i n k  the  wh o l e  th ing ' s  a b o u t  fai th.  
O n e  leak a nd  the  wh o l e  H o o v e r  D a m  c o me s  r u s h i n g  in.
“ I have no  idea w h a t  y o u ’re t a l k i ng  a b o u t , ” I said,  a n d  I
d i d n ’t.
“ I t s  l ike t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  y o u r  o wn  he a r t be a t .  Lub-dub, 
lub-dub.  O r  b r e a t h i n g .  St a r t  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  b r e a t h i n g  a nd  you 
c a n ’t b r ea t he .
“So w h a t  are you  saying? T h a t  it was a s e l f - consc i ous  a i r ­
pl ane? I he Li t t l e  D C - 1 0  1 ha t  C o u l d n ’t? An a i r p l a n e ’s no t  a p e r ­
son,  Randy .  An a i r p l a n e ’s n o t  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  a n y t h i n g . ”
“All I ’m saying  is, i t ’s a mys t e r y , ” she said,  a nd  I r e m e m ­
bered t he  plas t ic  mode l  par t s  sp read  across  t he  t able ,  t he  h u m a n  
debr i s  l i t t e r i ng  t he  c a n y o n ,  t he  tears  we l l i ng  in my  f r i e n d ’s eyes,  
a nd  in t ha t  m o m e n t  I k n e w  wh e r e  1 was go i ng ,  w h e r e  I d been 
he a ded  all a long .  I wasn' t  r u n n i n g  away.  I n e e de d  a wi t ness ,  a 
confessor ,  s o m e o n e  w h o  u n d e r s t o o d ,  w h o  k n e w  me.  I n e e de d  to 
test ify,  to wash t he  lies of  this  day  o u t  o f  my  sys tem.  1 n e e de d  to 
sec Ford.
“ I t ’s n o  mys t e ry , ” I said.  “ It was  a b o l t . ”
“A b o l t ? ”
I he p y l o n s  c o n n e c t e d  to t he  e n g i n e  a n d  t he  e n g i n e ’s 
c o n n e c t e d  to t he  w i n g  by a l i t t le bo l t  on l y  so b i g . ” I t raced  its 
c i r c u m f e r e n c e  in t he  air  wi t h  my  f inger .  “T h e  p o r t s i d e  e n g i n e  fell 
off.  N o  mys t e ry . ”
“ Wel l ,  t ha t  s o n e  p e r s o n ’s o p i n i o n . ”
“ I t ’s no t  o p i n i o n ,  Randy,  i t ’s—
A sheet  o f  ice, m o l d e d  to t he  h o o d  a n d  t h a w e d  by t he  
heat  of t he  e n g i n e ,  f lew u p  a n d  s l a ppe d  aga ins t  t he  w i n d s h i e l d  
wi t h  a l oud ,  ha rd  wh a c k ,  e x p l o d i n g  in a s pa r k l i n g  c l oud .  R a n ­
dy s c r e a me d ,  t hen  she  l aughe d ,  a n d  t h e n  we all l aughe d .  “ D o  
it again ,  F o r d ! ” C h l o e  s h o u t e d  f r o m t he  backsea t ,  j ub i l a n t ,  her
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breath warm on my neck.  "Do it again!
It was near  dark  when  I left Randy  and  C h l o e  in D a v e n p o r t ,  
and  by the t ime I got  to Ford's house  three  hour s  later  the  rain 
had s tar ted up again,  t u r n i ng  the snow on the  g r o u n d  to slush.  
Fo r d ’s car was in the driveway,  a 63 Impala  lacy wi th  rust ,  bu t  
when  I rang the doorbel l ,  no one  answered.  I knocked ;  still no 
one  came.  I ’d t raveled too far just  to t u rn  a r o u nd  a nd  dr ive back,  
so I walked a r o u nd  to a l ighted wi n d o w at the rear o f  the house,  
where  I f ound  Ford h u n c h e d  over the k i t chen  table wi th  his back 
to me.  I t apped  on the glass. He glanced over his s ho u l d e r  and  
quickly got  up and walked ou t  o f  the k i t chen ,  swi t ch i ng  of f  the 
overhead l ight  on his way out .  By the t ime I came  a r o u n d  to the 
f ront  porch,  he was s t and i ng  in the open  door ,  dressed in a red 
cardigan sweater,  a green plaid shir t ,  and  b rown c o r du r o y  pant s ,  
the wale worn  thin in the knees.
“ W h a t  are you do i ng  here? He seemed ne i the r  surpr i sed  
nor  pleased to see me.
“W h a t  do you th in k  I ’m do i n g  here? My voice cracked.
I haven’t seen you in mon t hs .  Do  I need a r eason?’’ He  d i d n ’t a n ­
swer. "For C h r i s t ’s sake,  Ford,  I ’ve just  been to hell and  back and 
needed to tell someone .  Is tha t  such a cr ime? He  held my stare 
for a m o m e n t ,  cast his eyes down  one  end  o f  the block,  t hen  the 
other ,  and w i t h o u t  a n o t he r  word  ushered me inside.
I he l iving r oom was shabby  bu t  clean,  and  lit by a single 
table lamp.  I t ook of f  my coat ,  d r aped  it over  the back o f  a sofa,  
and  sat down  beside it. Ford sat across f rom me in a cha i r  whose  
uphol s t e ry  was as worn  as his corduroy.  There was a wire b i r d ­
cage wi th no  bird;  a pic ture  tha t  mi gh t  have been cu t  o u t  o f  the 
par ish calendar ,  showi ng  the Sacred Hear t  o f  Jesus;  and  the p r i n t  
of a pa i n t i ng  of a l amb lying in the s now wi th  a col l ie s t a n d i ng  
over it, its head raised and  its m o u t h  open ,  as if  baying  to alert
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the shepherd .  T h e  b o oks he l f  b e h i nd  Ford held a t h r eadbare  e d i ­
t ion of the (ire a t Books o f  the Western W orld , and at its mi d p o i n t ,  
in the vicini ty of Danie l  Defoe  and  J o n a t h a n  Swift ,  sat a f ramed 
pho t o g r ap h ,  an old s tudio  por t r a i t  in black and whi te .  I po i n t ed  
at it. “ Is t h a t — ”
“Yes,” he said w i t h ou t  tu rn i ng .  “My father.
He wasn t wha t  I d imagined .  I d always envi s ioned  a cross 
between Ford and Gregory  Peck,  bu t  the father  had none  o f  the 
son's dark good looks,  mu c h  less Gregory  Peck’s. All they seemed 
to share was thei r  taste in c l o thing.  He  seemed imposs ibly  young,  
wi th ears tha t  s tuck ou t  f rom a terr ible hai rcut ,  and  wore  a s tup id  
smile,  guileless and gul l ible.
“So tell me o f  your  travels to hell and  back , ” Ford said,  
two fingers laid a longside  his nose,  bu t  now tha t  I was here,  1 
felt acutely sel f -conscious  and d i d n ’t know how or where  to be ­
gin.  Steam knocked  and hissed in invisible pipes.  Wat e r  gurgled.  
Radia tors  rat t led and  t i cked.  My s t rategy had been to d r op  some 
in t r i gu ing  detai l  into the conversa t ional  mix,  s o me t h i n g  sure to 
pique  Fo r d ’s interest ,  w he r eu p o n  he wou ld  proceed to c ross -ques ­
t ion me,  in the course o f  which the p an o r a m a  o f  my exper ience 
w ith w om e n  and the wor ld wou l d  unfo ld  i t self  to his great  envy 
and a ma zemen t .  Ins tead,  1 took the  basic facts and improvi sed,  
leaving ou t  cer t ain pieces— the p r egnancy  scare,  the hospi ta l ,  T h e  
Ho r ne d  load.  But  w i t h ou t  those pieces,  my s tory held no shape,  
and the epic tale I'd t ravel led this great  d i s t ance  to del iver  seemed 
a col lect ion of banal  facts l eading to the mos t  predic tabl e  conse ­
quences .  No  ma t t e r  wha t  angle I took or  wha t  fact I omi t t e d ,  I 
c o u l d n ’t seem to c ome  ou t  any k ind o f  hero,  and as I ta lked,  my 
though t s  ci rcled back,  not  to Loret ta ,  but  to Margie  s i t t ing at 
that  Fo r mi c a - to p p e d  table in tha t  hospi ta l  cafeter ia in her  boots  
and parka,  and  s o m e h o w this made  me sadder  than  a n y t h i n g  else 
that  had happene d .
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Ford l i s t ened ,  l eaving me  to twis t  s lowly in t he  w i n d .  An  
i n d u l g e n t  smi l e  p l ayed o n  his l ips,  a n d  I was a b o u t  t o  r each for 
my  coa t ,  s l u m p e d  bes ide  me on  the  sofa l ike a t h i r d  p r es ence ,
w h e n  he asked,  “We r e  you  in love wi t h  her?
“O f  course I was in love wi t h  her , ” I sa id.  W h a t  d o  you  
t h i n k  I 'm t a l k i ng  a b o u t  here? B u t  o n c e  t he  t o o t h p a s t e ’s o u t  o f  t he
t u b e  i t ’s ha r d  to get  it ba c k  i n . ”
“Ah,  so n o w y o u ’re q u o t i n g  H.  R.  H a l d e m a n  to me.
“Jesus ,  Ford ,  d o n ’t tell me  y o u ’re st i l l— ”
“A n d  she l ent  you  her  car?” Hi s  smi l e  g r ew wi der .  “To
c o m e  here?”
“ W h a t  does  t ha t  m a t te r? I t ’s c o m p l i c a t e d .  I n e e d e d  t i me
to t h i n k ,  to hea l . ”
“ But  you  said it was over . ”
“ It was,  it is, b u t — ” I l ooke d  d o w n  at  my  we t  shoes .  “ I t ’s 
still a loss.  I his wasn  t go i n g  t he  way I d p l a n n e d ,  n o t h i n g  was.
But  t he n  Ford b e c a m e  rest less,  as if my  s tory,  for  all its 
ar t l essness ,  had  s t i r red  s o m e t h i n g  in h i m.  H e  s h i f t ed  in his cha i r  
a n d  c leared his t h r oa t .  Hi s  f ingers  f i dd l ed  w i t h  t he  b u t t o n s  o n  his 
sweater .  T h e n  he c l asped  his h a n d s  b e t w e e n  his knees  a n d  l ea ne d  
f o rwar d .  He  l ooked  me  s t r a i gh t  in t he  eye.  Iell  me ,  La r ry  I 
b r ac e d  mysel f .  “ D o  you  bel i eve in love at  f i rst  s ight?
“ Do  I be l i eve— ” At  first  I t h o u g h t  he was  m o c k i n g  me,  
b u t  f r o m t he  p a i n e d  expres s ion  on  his face,  I k n e w  he was  se r i ­
ous ,  t ha t  he s o u g h t  my  o p i n i o n  as a m a n  of t he  w o r l d ,  a ve t e r an  
o f  love,  a survivor .  “Sure,  I said.  “Sure  I do.
“You see,  Larry,  I m e t  a w o m a n . ” Hi s  wa r i ne s s  fell away 
a n d  he t a l ked  openly.  “S o m e  fel lows f r om s c hoo l  ca j o l ed  me  i n to  
v i s i t i ng  a d i s c o t h e q u e  in Lake Ge n e v a .  Re l uc t a n t l y ,  I a c c o m p a ­
ni ed t h e m ,  o u t  o f  a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  cu r i o s i t y  as m u c h  as a n y t h i n g .  
T h e r e  was a g r o u p  o f  y o u n g  w o m e n  at an a d j a c e n t  t ab l e  a n d  one  
o f  t h e m — well ,  she a n d  I go t  to t a l k ing .  Before  I k n e w  it, we were
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s i t t i n g  t oge t he r .  At  t h e  s a m e  t a b l e . ’ H e  s p o k e  w i t h  i n c r e a s i ng  e x ­
c i t e m e n t ,  his h a n d s  s h a p i n g  t h e  space  b e t w e e n  us.  “ We  hi t  it off,  
Larry,  we s t r u c k  s pa rks ,  a n d  a f t e r  t a l k i n g  for  m a y b e  h a l f - a n - h o u r  
I t o u c h e d  he r  foo t  w i t h  m i n e .  De l i be r a t e l y .  I e n c o u n t e r e d  n o  r e ­
s i s t ance .  O u r  c o n v e r s a t i o n  c o n t i n u e d ,  a n d  a f t e r  a wh i l e  I t o u c h e d  
her  l eg. ’’
“ Touched  h o w ? ” I m o v e d  f o r w a r d  on  t h e  sofa,  m y  e l bows  
on  m y  knees .  T h i s  was  i m p o r t a n t .  “ I m e a n ,  w i t h  wha t ?  Your  foot? 
Your  leg?”
“ M y  h a n d ,  he said.  “ M y  r i gh t  h a n d .
“ W h e r e  exact ly? W h a t  pa r t  o f  he r  leg? I a sked  as i f  h e a v ­
en a n d  e a r t h  h u n g  in t he  ba l a nc e .
“ H e r  knee .  H e r  left  knee .  I n o d d e d  a p p r o v i n g l y .  “Aga i n ,  
I me t  no  o b j e c t i o n .  We  t a l ke d  a n d  t a l k e d — a n d  all t he  wh i l e  my  
h a n d  was  o n  he r  knee .  S o o n ,  it t r ave l ed  to  he r  t h i gh .
“Jesus ,  I sa id.  “ I he n  w h a t  h a p p e n e d ?
“ I t h r e w  c a u t i o n  to t he  w i n d  a n d  a s ked  he r  to d a n c e . ” The 
n o t i o n  o f  Lord A r b e i t e r  t r i p p i n g  t h e  l i ght  f a n t a s t i c — at  a d i sco ,  
n o  less— was  l a u g h a b l e ,  b u t  1 d i d n ’t l augh .  “ 1 t o o k  he r  h a n d ,  b u t  
as I led he r  to t he  d a n c e  f l oor  I n o t i c e d  t h a t  she  w a l k e d  w i t h  
a l imp ,  a p r o n o u n c e d  l i m p .  It was  o n l y  t h e n  1 r ea l i z e d— ” H e  
p a us e d .  “ You see,  Larry,  s h e ’d be e n  in an  a c c i d e n t ,  a d r e a d f u l  a c ­
c i d e n t ,  a n d  he r  l eg— t he  leg was  p r o s t h e t i c .
“ P r os t he t i c ?  You m e a n — ”
“ It w a s n ’t m a d e  o f  w o o d .  Tha t  m u c h  I know.  Pe r h a p s  
s o m e  pl as t i c  o r  p o l y m e r . ”
I t h o u g h t  o f  M a r g i e ’s legs p r o p p e d  u p  o n  t he  h o s p i t a l  bed  
t ha t  m o r n i n g ,  t h e  red r u b b e r  b l a d d e r  co l d  in m y  h a n d s .  “T he leg 
y o u —
“ 1 he  left  leg,  yes.  H e  n o d d e d  gr imly.  “She  e x p l a i n e d  
as we d a n c e d .  An i n t e r s e c t i o n  co l l i s i on .  I he  o t h e r  d r i ve r  b l ew 
a s t o p l i g h t ,  wasn ' t  p a y i n g  a t t e n t i o n .  H e  c losed  his eyes.  “Jus t
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im ag ine  tha t ,  Larry. Im ag ine  the  iorce of im p a c t  t h a t  c o u ld  send  
a b e a u t i fu l ,  b lam eless  girl h u r t l i n g  t h r o u g h  t e m p e r e d  glass. H e  
o p e n e d  his eyes. And  here  s h e d  l an d e d  in my arm s .
“So you  d a n c e d ? ’
“O n e  song.  A nd  n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  th a t  p u l s a t i n g  m us ic ,  I 
co u ld  feel he r  he a r tb ea t .  I t h i n k  I even hea rd  i t . ’
“A nd  t h e n ? ’’
“A n d  then  we ki ssed— or  I kissed her. A n d  she kissed back.  
At least I t h i n k  she d id .  No ,  no,  I m a lm o s t  c e r t a in  she d id .  But  
t hen  her  f r i ends  were leaving and  she had to go, too ,  a n d  ev e ry ­
th in g  was all h igg ledy-pigg ledy.  Yet I had th e  p resence  o f  m i n d  to 
ask for her  n u m b e r  a nd  she gave it to me.
“T h a t ’s t e r r i f ic ,” I said.  “T h a t ’s t h i n k i n g  on  y o u r  fee t .” 
“ Yes, bu t  w he n  I rang  her  up  the  next  m o r n i n g  I go t  an 
o r t h o d o n t i s t ’s office in W a u k e g a n . ”
“ Well ,  you said it was a chaos ,  r ight?  She m u s t ’ve w r i t t e n  
the  n u m b e r  d o w n  w r o n g . ”
“ You t h in k  so?”
“Sure I d o . ”
“ I ’m no t  so su re .” H e ’d t a lked  h i m s e l f  i n to  an agony,  
w r i n g in g  his ha n d s  a nd  r o ck in g  s l igh t ly  in his chair .  lea rs  g a t h ­
ered in his eyes. “You see, Larry, w ha t  I fear m o s t — m o re  t h a n  her  
f in d in g  me a th re a t  or  even a f igure o f  f u n — is t h a t  she m i s t o o k  
my shyness  for— well,  for revul s ion .  Pe rhaps  t h a t ’s w h y  she gave 
me the  bogus  n u m b e r . ”
“ But  you m a d e  her  feel b e a u t i fu l ,  I sa id .  “ In sp i t e  o f  the
leg.”
“ It wasn ' t  a b o u t  the leg.”
“ I k n o w  tha t ,  I u n d e r s t a n d ,  b u t — ”
“ She was b eau t i fu l .  She is b e a u t i fu l .  I c o u l d n ’t give a 
r a m b l in g  d a m n  a b o u t  the leg.” He  b r e a t h e d  a lo n g  se r r a te d  s igh.  
“ D o n ’t you  see, Larry? I loved her. I love he r  even n o w .” H is  voice
Haverty
br oke ;  his face lost  its ba l ance .
I l ooked  away;  it ki l l ed me  to see h i m cry.  O n  t he  s he l f  
b e h i n d  h i m,  his f a t he r  l ooked  on ,  pos i t i ve ly  b e a mi n g ,  n o t  a d o u b t  
in his head .  He  just  c o u l d n ’t see it c o m i n g .  I i m a g i n e d  h i m in t he  
w i n d o w  seat  r ea d i n g  The Power of Positive T h ink ing  at  t he  very 
i n s t a n t  t he  o t h e r  p l ane  hi t .  To  a dd  i nsul t  to injury,  t he  p h o t o g r a ­
p h e r  had  t i n t e d  t he  p i c t u r e ,  a p p l y i n g  c o l o r  to his cheeks ,  l ips,  a n d  
eyes,  c r e a t i n g  a sor t  of e m b a l m e d  effect .  1 c o u l d n ’t s t a nd  t he  s ight  
of  h i m  a n d  wi s he d  t he r e  were  s o m e  graceful  way  I c o u l d  t u r n  t he  
p h o t o  a r o u n d .  W h a t  was  I s u p p o s e d  to d o  wi t h  all o f  this? W h a t  
was 1 s u p p o s e d  to say? St i l l ,  I was Ford ' s  f r i end ,  his bes t  f r i end .  I 
had to say s o m e t h i n g .
“You’d just  m e t  her,  Ford .  H o w  c o u l d  you  poss ib l y  love
he r?”
H e  sat  ba c k  in his c ha i r  a n d  r u b b e d  his eyes wi t h  t he  heels  
of his h a n d s .  “ You real ly d o n ’t k n o w  w h a t  t he  fuck I ’m t a l k i ng  
a b o u t ,  do  you?
T h e  b l u n t  force o f  t ha t  fuck  hi t  m e  f i r s t— I ’d never  hea rd  
h i m talk thi s  way,  never  hea rd  h i m s we a r — t h o u g h  w h a t  hi t  me  
ha r de s t  was t he  r ea l i za t i on  t ha t  it wasn ' t  s p o k e n  o u t  o f  a nge r  b u t  
pity,  t he  s a me  p i ty  I d seen m a g n i f i e d  in L o r e t t a s  eyes t ha t  m o r n ­
ing.  An a w k w a r d  s i l ence  set  in.  I w a n t e d  to leave,  to flee,  b u t  
I d a l r eady  fled o n c e  t ha t  day  a n d  thi s  is wh e r e  I ’d c o me .  W h e r e  
c ou l d  I go now?
A key s c r a t c he d  in t he  f r o n t  lock.  I s p r a n g  f r om t he  sofa,  
g ra t e ful  for  this  i n t e r r u p t i o n ,  thi s  repr i eve ,  a n d  m o v e d  t o wa r d  
t he  d o o r  to gree t  Ford ' s  m o t h e r — on l y  it w a s n ’t his mo t h e r .  It 
was a m a n ,  a m i d d l e - a g e d  m a n .  H e  wo r e  a s h i ny  ye l low r a i nc oa t  
a nd  he ld  a co l l aps ed  u m b r e l l a  wi t h  a w o o d e n  h a n d l e  s h a p e d  l ike 
a d u c k s  head .  Hi s  ba c k  was  to us a n d  he s e e me d  lost  in t h o u g h t ,  
k i ck i ng  t he  s lush f r om his ga loshes .  H e  carefu l ly  r e m o v e d  t h e m  
a n d  set  t h e m  on  a d a r k  brass  r ad i a t o r  g ra t e  bu i l t  i n t o  t he  ha r d -
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w o o d  f loor.  W h e n  he t u r n e d  a r o u n d  a n d  saw me ,  his face lit up,  
grea t ly  p l eased ro f i nd  me  t here ,  as if I were  s o m e  l o n g  lost  f r i end ,  
a n d  t he  effect  was c o m p l e t e .  H e r e  was  t he  face in t he  p h o t o ,  
F o r d ’s father .
We  s t o o d  face to face in t he  passage  b e t w e e n  t he  l iving 
r o o m  a n d  the  k i t c he n .  1 c o u l d n ’t p u t  o ne  w o r d  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  a n d  
s t uc k  o u t  m y  h a n d .  H e  t o o k  it in b o t h  of his g r ace f u l  h a n d s ,  
F o r d ’s h a n d s — a n d  s h o o k  it w a r m l y  b u t  said n o t h i n g .  We  s t o o d  
l ike this  for  w h a t  s ee me d  a l ong  t i me ,  wh i l e  For d  w a t c h e d  f r om 
his chai r .  T h e  r e f r i ge r a t o r  p u r r e d  b e h i n d  us.  Hi s  f a t h e r  g l anc e d  
f rom my face to For d  s, t he n  let  go of my  h a n d  a n d  g e s t u r e d  e xc i t ­
edly,  speci f ical ly,  to Ford ,  w h o  s i gned  back ,  less exci t edly.
“T h i s  is my  father ,  For d  said w i t h  no  t race  of  e m b a r r a s s ­
m e n t ,  as if I d d i squa l i f i e d  mysel t  f r o m such  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  I his 
was fo l l owed by a n o t h e r  bu r s t  of g e s t i c u l a t i o n .  Bu t  he w o u l d  
prefer  t ha t  you  call  h i m  H e r m a n .  Hi s  f a t he r  p u n c t u a t e d  t he  i n ­
v i t a t i on  wi t h  a br i sk  n o d  of his head .  1 l oo k e d  at  Ford  helpless ly;  
it s e e me d  bad  f o r m  to talk.  “You’re a l l owed  to speak ,  o l d  s cou t .  
Just  because  he c a n ’t doesn ' t  m e a n  you  c a n ’t . ”
“Your  f a t he r , ” I said t h r o u g h  v e n t r i l o q u i s t ’s l ips.  “ H e r ­
ma n .  You’re say ing  he c a n ’t— ”
“ N e i t h e r  c a n — pa t e r  n o r  m a t e r . ” T h e i r  f inger s  s t i t c h e d  
the  air. “ My  fa t he r  wa n t s  to k n o w  if y o u ’ll s tay for  d i n n e r . ’ Before  
I c o u l d  say a n y t h i n g ,  Ford  said,  “ Ha v e  no  fear.  I c o n v e y e d  y o u r  
regrets.  Your  pa r e n t s  are e x p e c t i n g  you .  In fact ,  y o u ’re a l r eady
I ”late.
F o r d ’s f a t he r  t o o k  a s t ep  i n t o  t he  k i t c h e n ,  s w i t c h i n g  on  
the  l ight ,  a n d  in t he  s ca t t e r  of  plas t ic  pieces  s t r e w n  across  t he  
table  I r ec ogn i ze d  the  c o m p o n e n t  pa r t s  of  t he  Bo e i n g  B-1 7,  t he  
Fl y ing  For t ress .  He  h u n g  his r a i n c o a t  on  t he  c h a i r  I d seen Ford  
s i t t i ng  in ear l i er  a n d  laid t he  u m b r e l l a  across  t he  s ink.  I n d i c a t i n g  
the  mess  on  the  table ,  he gave me  a r es i gned  b u t  c he e r f u l  s h r u g ,
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w h i c h  I t r a n s l a t e d  as,  “ Boys  wi l l  b e  b o y s . ” T h e n  hi s  e x p r e s s i o n  
c h a n g e d ,  as i f  s o m e t h i n g  h a d  j u s t  o c c u r r e d  t o  h i m .  H e  r e t u r n e d  
t o  t h e  s i n k ,  a n d  w i t h  a h o p e f u l  g l o w  in hi s  eyes ,  o f f e r e d  m e  t h e  
u m b r e l l a .
I s m i l e d  a n d  s h o o k  m y  h e a d ,  m o u t h i n g ,  “ N o ,  t h a n k  y o u , ” 
w o r d l e s s l y  p r o t e s t i n g  t h a t  I c o u l d n ' t  p os s i b l y .  T h i s  p r o m p t e d  h i m  
t o  p e r f o r m  a b r i e f  p a n t o m i m e  of  s t a n d i n g  in t h e  r a i n ,  s h i v e r i n g  
a n d  h u g g i n g  hi s  a r m s  t o  hi s  c h e s t ,  a n d  t h e n  h e  t h r u s t  t h e  u m ­
b r e l l a  at  m e ,  st i l l  s m i l i n g  t h a t  b i g ,  b r o a d  s m i l e ,  h i s  eyes  s h u t t l i n g  
b a c k  a n d  f o r t h  b e t w e e n  F o r d  a n d  m e ,  f a t h e r  a n d  son ' s  f i n g e r s  
a f l u t t e r  w i t h  i l l e g i b l e  s i g n s  a n d  s y m b o l s ,  as I s t o o d  by,  m u t e .
“ H e  i n s i s t s , ” F o r d  sa i d  f r o m  hi s  c h a i r  in t h e  l a m p l i g h t .  
“ H e  says  i t ’s r a i n i n g  p e d i g r e e d  a n i m a l s  o u t  t h e r e . ”
“ B u t  I ’m  g o i n g  far  away ,  I s a i d .  “ Ve r y  far . ” H i s  f a t h e r  
s t o o d  c l u t c h i n g  t h e  u m b r e l l a  in b o t h  h a n d s .  “ Fell h i m  t h a t . ”
“ H e  says  t h e  u m b r e l l a  is i n s u r a n c e , ” F o r d  sa i d .  B u t  hi s  
eyes  w e r e  n o  l o n g e r  o n  hi s  f a t h e r ;  t h e y  w e r e  o n  m e  a n d  w o u l d n ' t  
l eave  m e .  “ It g u a r a n t e e s  y o u  11 r e t u r n  t o  us  s o o n . ” H i s  f a t h e r  n o d ­
d e d  e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  a n d  p r e s s e d  t h e  d u c k ’s h e a d  i n t o  m y  p a l m ,  
c l o s i n g  m y  f i n g e r s  a r o u n d  it .  H e  w a l k e d  m e  t o  t h e  d o o r .  I t o u c h e d  
t h e  d o o r k n o b ,  t h e n  p u l l e d  b a c k  a n d  t r i e d  o n c e  m o r e  t o  c h a n g e  hi s  
m i n d .  “ H e  says  y o u  g o t  y o u r s e l f  a g o o d  C a t h o l i c  e d u c a t i o n , ” F o r d  
sa i d ,  t h o u g h  hi s  f a t h e r ’s a r m s  h u n g  at  h i s  s i des .  “ So  h e  k n o w s  we  
ca n  a l w a y s  c o u n t  o n  y o u r  g u i l t y  c o n s c i e n c e .  F o r d  r a i s e d  t w o  f i n ­
ger s  in a p a p a l  b l e s s i n g .  I h e n  hi s  f a t h e r  s h o o k  m y  h a n d  o n e  last  
t i m e  a n d  s e n t  m e  b a c k  i n t o  t h e  d a r k .
Havert)' 69
U R S U L A  V l L L A R R E A L - M O U R A
R O S [ C R U C I A N  T R I P T Y C H  
En velope  first,  1953
A r i ng  o f  a d u l t s  h o l d i n g  h a n d s ,  b u r n i n g  c a n d l e s ,  c h a n t i n g ,  a ser ies  
o f  l e v i t a t i o n s  vi s ible  t h r o u g h  t h e  w i n d o w —  1 ia Ve r o n i c a  c l a i ms  
she  a n d  M a m a  wi t n e s s e d  a s ea nce  f r o m t h e i r  c o u s i n s  b a c k y a r d .
I ns i de  t h e  l i v ing r o o m ,  t h e i r  f r u m p y  a u n t s ,  h a l f - d r u n k  
unc l es ,  p a r e n t s  ( m y  f u t u r e  g r a n d p a r e n t s ) ,  a n d  s t r a n g e r s  s u m ­
m o n e d  sp i r i t s  w i t h  o n e  s y n c h r o n i z e d  h u m .
First  an e n v e l o p e  f l oa t ed  o f f  t h e  t ab l e ,  t h e n  t h e  g i n g h a m  
t a b l e c l o t h  s p u n  o f f  in a gus t .  F i na l l y  t h e  t ab l e  b o b b e d  as i f  r i d i n g  
a c o s m i c  wave.
Fr i ed  c h i c k e n  a n d  w h i t e  b i s cu i t s  T i a  V e r o n i c a  a n d  M a m a  
agree  is w h a t  t h ey  ate  for  d i n n e r  t h a t  n i g h t ,  t h i g h s  a n d  a t w i l i g h t  
g a m e  o f  t ag or  h i d e  a n d  seek,  d e p e n d i n g  o n  w h o m  y o u  bel i eve .  
T h e  l ev i t a t i o n s  M a m a  refut es .  W h e n  a s k e d  to e x p l a i n  t h e m ,  she  
s h r ugs .  H e r  t i g h t e n e d  s h o u l d e r s  s ugges t  a m e n t a l  ruse ,  a h o l o ­
g r a m  o f  b o r e d o m .
Esoteric  K n o w le d g e ,  1955
Fl y i ng  was  o u t  o f  t he  q u e s t i o n  g i ven  t h e i r  i n c o m e  so t h e y  d r o v e  
f r o m San A n t o n i o  to A n a h e i m .  A p a r t  f r o m  a b e a c h  t r i p  to C o r ­
pus  C h r i s t i ,  D i s n e y l a n d  was  M a m a ’s f i rst  of f i c i a l  v a c a t i o n .  T i a  
Ve r on i ca ,  a f f l i c t ed  by m o t i o n  s i ckness ,  s t ayed  h o m e  p l a y i n g  c a r d  
ga m e s  w i t h  a re la t ive ,  a s k i n g  o n l y  for  a m o u s e  k e y c h a i n .
It was  n o t  t he  thr i l l  o f  r o l l e r c o as t e r s  t h a t  l ed m y  g r a n d ­
p a r e n t s ,  m y  gr ea t  - a u n t s  a n d  unc l e s  wes t ,  b u t  an  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
R o s i c r u c i a n  c o n v e n t i o n  he l d  nearby .  Ma s t e r s  a n d  d i s c i p l i n e s ,  t h e  
p r a c t i c e d  a n d  t h e  nov i ce  all c o n g r e g a t e d  in o n e  c o l i s e u m .  S t a t u e s  
a n d  p a p e r  p a m p h l e t s  t r a d i n g  h a n d s .
1 he a d u l t s  r o t a t e d  a t t e n d a n c e  at  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e ,  a m e a -
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s u r e d  r e l ay  t o  k e e p  M a m a s  a t t e n t i o n  f i xed o n  t h e  t h e m e  p a r k ’s 
t a l k i n g  a n i m a l s ,  c o s t u m e d  r o d e n t s  w i t h  p l a s t e r e d  s mi l e s .
O f  P esad i l l a s ,  198 7
S u n d a y s  at  m a s s  t h e  s a m e  g i t a n o  sa t  at  t h e  e n d  o f  o u r  pew.  U n ­
r u l y  g r a y  ha i r ,  s t r i p e d  l i n e n  s h i r t ,  b l a c k  t r o u s e r s ,  a h a t  o n  hi s  l ap.  
W i t h o u t  fai l ,  he  s o u g h t  o u t  m y  g r e a t - a u n t  F a t i m a ’s h a n d  f o r  t h e  
s i gn  o f  pea ce .
W h o  is he ,  1 a s k e d  h e r  o n e  a f t e r n o o n  a t  h o m e  w h i l e  we  
t o o k  t u r n s  f i l i n g  e a c h  o t h e r  s na i l s .  It  wa s  c l e a r  h e  k n e w  h e r  f r o m  
a n o t h e r  v e c t o r  o f  y o u t h .
D o n ' t  t a l k  a b o u t  h i m ,  s h e  h u s h e d ,  c l i c k i n g  h e r  t o n g u e .
A l r e a d y  F a t i m a  h a d  o b s e r v e d  m e  t u r n i n g  o f f  r a d i o s  w i t h  
m y  m i n d ,  o v e r h e a d  l i gh t s .  O c c u r r e n c e s  I h a d  n o t  e x e r t e d  e n e r g y  
t o  c o n t r o l  o r  h i d e .
N i g h t s  l a t e r  I i n t e r c e p t e d  F a t i m a  in h e r  d r e a m s .  W e  l i n ­
g e r e d  in f r o n t  o f  m y  g r a n d p a r e n t s '  h o u s e ,  t h e  s ky  m u s k y  w i t h  
s ec r e t s .  A b u s i n e s s  e n v e l o p e  r e s t e d  s e c u r e l y  in h e r  h a n d s .  M y  a d o ­
l e s c e n t  n a i v e t y  f a i l ed  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  r i t u a l  o f  i n i t i a t i o n .
S h e  w a r n e d  m e ,  b e f o r e  t u r n i n g  away,  “ H e ’s c o m i n g  to 
m e e t  me .  I t ’s b e s t  y o u  l eave ,  l a t u m . ”
I h e  b a c k  o f  h e r  h e a d ,  a m a z e  o f  b l a c k  z i gzags ,  p o i n t e d  to  
f u t u r e  g e n e r a t i o n s .
VilLirreal-Moura
J u l i a  S h i p l e y
F i e l d  W o r k
He shows me where  to en t e r  the  field,  
wh i ch  d i r ec t i on  to mo w first—
then he gives me for ty days of s i lence,  
ben ign  qui e t ,  apar t  f rom the t ractor ,  
a pas ture  where  I can recall
all t here  was,  aboard  the wide  m o t h e r s h i p
winter ,  my first Q u a k e r  mee t ing ,
all o f  us ga the red ,  n o t h i n g  said,  a loud.
Later,  in the same hayfield,  Believe  
t racked ou t  in boo t -p r i n t s :  w h o m e v e r  
leapt  in to  the let ter,  d o u b l e d  hack
to make  one  par t  t ouch  another .
- - bo t h  i n s t r u m e n t  a nd  ink,  
t hei r  whol e  self, wr i t t en  in snow,
not  d i sappea r i ng  ink--  d i sa ppe a r i ng  paper .
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[’ART OF AN A R G U M E N T
M v  gi r l  t el l s  m e  t h e  d r o n i n g  in t h e  sky 
is t h e  s o u n d  o f  o u r  c a n t e d  p l a n e t  t u r n i n g
o n  i ts a n c i e n t  axi s ,  a n d  s h e  t h i n k s  o u r  h e a r t  is p u p a t e ,  
m a y b e  t h r e e  e o n s  f r o m  f l i gh t .  I ’m a f r a i d  o f  b o t h :
c a r r y i n g  t o  t e r m ;  c a r r y i n g  i n t e r m i n a b l y .
N o w  i t ’s O c t o b e r ,  m y  las t  a s t e r s  a n d  t a t t e r e d
c o s m o s  d r a p e  o v e r  t h e  r i m ,  s l a n t  
a w a y  f r o m  t h e i r  vase ,  t h e i r  s t e m s ,
a g a l a x y  
o f  axes .
Shipley
CRAIG BEAVEN
AT THE MUSEUM OF FUNERAL HISTORY
In  the back,  encased i n  glass,
on  a pedesta l  l i ke  a sh r ine :  the o r i g i n a l  f i l a m e n t
f r o m  J F K ’s e te rna l  f l am e:  
t h i n  w i re  heated by e lec t r i c ,
gas brea th  sighs over, i g n i t i n g ,
ju s t  a coat  hanger  o r  piece o f  t rash,  f i l a m e n t
f r o m  his o r i g i n a l  f i re.  A s t rand  o f  genes 
is also a f i l a m e n t ,
h o l d i n g  y o u r  b l o o d ’s 
code,  the e lem e n t
th a t  w i l l  f o r m
y o u r  bones.  H o w  m a n y  w e p t  at th is  f ire?
W h o  came to p o u r  t h e i r  l a m e n t —  
and then  i t  began to fa l ter ,  new  e le m e n t
in s ta l le d ,  th i s  one boxed  up,  
sealed in i ts o w n  c o f f i n ,
we no l o nge r  even k n o w  
w h a t  these e lem en ts
he lp  us re m em b er :  T h e y  have the p rog ram s  
f r o m  L i n c o l n ’s f u n e r a l — smal l  e le m e n t
. o f  h i s to r y ;  they  have the b i l l  o f  sale 
f o r  M c K i n l e y ’s e m b a l m i n g ,  f i b e r
w e a v e  p a p e r  b u r n i n g  y e l l o w  at  t h e  e dge s .
A n e w  t w o  i n c h  w i r e  f i l a m e n t
b u r n i n g  a t  K e n n e d y ’s g r a ve ,  
s u r v i v i n g  t h e  e l e m e n t s ,
w i n d  ru f f l e s  i ts g l ow,  s n o w  m e l t s  in a c i r c l e ,  r a in  
c a n n o t  d o u s e  its l i g h t .  You m u s t  k n o w
by n o w  w h a t  I ' m t a l k i n g  a b o u t .
You m u s t  k n o w  w h a t  I m e a n  b y  f i l a m e n t ,
e l e m e n t ,  s t r a n d  of  I ) N A .  In o n e  t h e r e  is a t h i n  w i r e  f l a m e  
at  a g r a v e  in V i r g i n i a .  The  o t h e r  h e a t s  u p
i n s i d e  a b u l b ,  a n d  t h e  b u l b — f r o s t e d — e m i t s  l i gh t .
I n  o n e  it is all t h e  e l e m e n t s
t h a t  m a k e  a b o d y .  In a n o t h e r ,  it is all t h e  e l e m e n t s  
t h a t  d o  n o t .
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U N P A C K I N G  T H E  S T O N E  B U D D H A
Li ke  all we a k l i n g s ,  1 des i r e  
s o m e t h i n g  el se—  
i n t a n g i b l e ,  b u t  s h a d e d  a n d  cool ,  
jus t  on  t h e  o t h e r  s ide
o f  t h i s  h i g h ,  s t o n e  wal l ,  t h e  l oose  c l ea r  c h i m e
o f  ice in glasses,  a n d  s o m e o n e  d i v i n g
i n t o  a poo l .  I t ’s o n l y  W e d n e s d a y  a f t e r n o o n
b u t  t h e r e ’s a l i t t l e  g a r d e n  par ty ,  t u x e d o e d  m e n
w i t h  si lver  t rays ,  q u i e t  l au g h t e r ,  y o u  c a t c h  g l i mp s e s
t h r o u g h  t h e  h edge s ,  o r  i vy - cove r ed
i ron  bars .  T h e y  have  a s h a d e d  grass  m e d i a n
to jog t h r o u g h .  I he r e  is a q u i e t  i n t e r s e c t i o n
wi t h  s t o n e  g a z e b o  a n d  f o u n t a i n .
You can  t u r n  t h e  c o r n e r
a n d  relax in t h e  s c u l p t u r e  g a r d e n
a m o n g  a n c i e n t  ma s t e r p i e c e s ,  a m o n g  m o d e r n  w o r k s
few p e o p l e  u n d e r s t a n d .
Across  t h e  s t r ee t ,  in t h e  M u s e u m  of  F i n e  Ar t ,
t h e y ’re u n p a c k i n g  t h e  s t o n e  B u d d h a
f r o m its w o o d e n  cr a t e .  At  1 1 a . m.  i t s  9 9  deg r ee s
a n d  8 0 %  h u m i d i t y .  T h e  l awn c r ews  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  c i t y
s ee m u n f a z e d .  In t h e  b a s e m e n t ,  u n s e e n
by H o u s t o n ’s mi l l i o n s ,  t h e y  u n p a c k  t h e  s t o n e  B u d d h a
on  loan  f r o m H o  C h i  M i n h  Ci ty .  S a n d s t o n e ,
2 , 0 0 0  years  o l d ,  r e m o v e d  f r o m t h e  e a r t h  in 1 8 6 3 ,  b u r i e d  t he r e ,
t h ey  be l i eve ,  by  f l ood .  N o  o n e  k n o w s
a b o u t  thi s ,  n o  o n e  c o m e s  to see it
t h r e e  m o n t h s  o n  d i s p l a y — a b a s e m e n t  ga l l e r y
w h e r e  n o  s u n  ca n  t o u c h  it,  t h e  d i m m e d  l i gh t s
a n d  d a r k  p a i n t e d  wal l s ,  m o s t  g ues t s  m i s t a k e  it
for  u n d e r  c o n s t r u c t i o n .
I leave m y  of f i ce  w i t h  h e a d a c h e s
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f r om t h e  co l d  ai r  we  re p i p i n g  in 
a n d  wa l k  t h e  r i ch n e i g h b o r h o o d .
By l i v i ng  her e ,  t h e y  can k e e p  e v e r y t h i n g  at  h a y — even seasons :  
w h e n  t h e  f l owers  s t o p  b l o o m i n g  
t h e y ’re d u g  o u t .  W i t h  m o n e y ,  t h e y  have  c o n q u e r e d  
l a n d s c a p e ,  t h e  d r a b  m o m e n t s
b e t w e e n  color .  In t h e  b a s e m e n t ,  t h e  s t o n e  B u d d h a .
( ' u t  f r o m t h e  rock ,  p o l i s h e d  d o w n  to t hese
t h i n  f i nger s ,  o n e  f oo t  r a i sed as i f  a b o u t  to s t ep  d o w n
f r o m t h e  2 x 4 ’s s u r r o u n d i n g  it,  i n t o  a s t r a n g e  k i n d
o f  af te r l i fe .  D o w n  in t h i s  d a r k  r o o m
w e ’re t r y i n g  to b u r y  it l ike t h e  river,  to p u t  it back
wh e r e  it b e l o n g s .  W e’re h o l d i n g  o u r  b r e a t h
wi t h  a c r o wb a r ,  p o p p i n g  each  b o a r d .
It can o n l y  be  l i f t ed o u t  by  h a n d ;  
we m u s t  t o u c h  it, a l t h o u g h  t h e  c o n t r a c t  says 
no  o n e  can  t o u c h  it. 1 go  l o o k  at  it, 
s q u i n t i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  d a r k .
W h e n  o u r  t h r e e  m o n t h s  exp i r e  
w'c s e n d  it back .
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Pa t r i c k  C u l l i t o n
from A  W h i r l i g i g  C a l l e d  A m e r i c a
W h a t ’s t h e  use  in a ne s t ,  love,  
in  th i s  p a l ac e  o f  f in e  p a r t i c u l a t e s '
In A m e r i c a  we w o n ’t r e p e a t  o u r s e lv e s  
o n  t h e  l o n g  d r i v e  f r o m  n o w h e r e  to  n o w h e r e .
A d m i s s i o n  to  A m e r i c a  wi l l  be  l i g h t n i n g  
d u s t  o v e r  c o r n  f ie lds  in R o g u e ’s H o l l o w .
I d o n ’t w a n t  to  be  an  a m p l i f i e r  in c u t o f f s  
a n y m o r e ,  love.  I d o n ’t w a n t  to  h o u s e
h e a p s  o f  lag b o l t s  in m y  bo dy .
I d o n ’t w a n t  t h e  d e a d  to  c u t  w a k es
t h r o u g h  m y  s l eep  o r  a n y t h i n g  else y o u ’re b e s i d e .
I wi l l  s i n g  b e t t e r  in A m e r i c a ,  w h i c h  is to  say  a t  all.
I wi l l  r im  t h e  b o m b ’s n o s e  w i t h  s oap .
I wi l l  r o p e  t h e  d e a d  in c loser ,
feel fo r  t h e i r  c a n d l e s  b e c a u s e  I ’m useless .
W h e n  I ge t  to  A m e r i c a  I wi l l  w r i t e  a p o e m
t h a t  wi l l  m a k e  m y  f r i e n d s  a n d  f a m i l y  p r o u d  
o r  at  leas t  f o r g e t  t h e y ’re s i t t i n g  in a c h a i r
b e c a u s e ,  g i r l ,  t h o s e  are  t h e  f i rs t  t h i n g s  b a n i s h e d  
t h e r e .  Lie,  f loa t ,  o r  ge t  g o n e .
78
K i m  H e n d e r s o n
S o m e  K i n d  o f  S p e c i a l
F r o m  m y  g r a n d p a ,  I i n h e r i t e d  an  e ve n  d e m e a n o r  a n d  g o o d  l uck .  
W i t h  n o t h i n g  h u t  a m i d d l e  s ch o o l  d i p l o m a  f r o m  1 9 3 7 ,  he  co -  
f o u n d e d  a p i p e l i n e  c o m p a n y  a n d  b o u g h t  an  e s t a t e  o n  a t e n - a c r e  
a p p l e  o r c h a r d ,  a n d  w h e n  h e  w a s n ’t g a r d e n i n g  o r  g o l f i n g  o r  t e n d ­
ing t o  hi s  A r a b i a n s ,  he  was  w i n n i n g  S i  0 , 0 0 0  j a c k p o t s  at  t h e  c a ­
s i no .  T h e  o t h e r  g a m b l e r s ,  u s u a l l y  t r a i l e r  fo l ks  f r o m  m y  n e i g h b o r ­
h o o d ,  s p i l l e d  e n t i r e  p a y c h e c k s  i n t o  t h e  m a c h i n e s  a n d  o n l y  m a d e  
it h o m e  i f  t h e y  h a d  e n o u g h  gas  in t h e i r  p i c k u p s .
M y  t w e n t y - f i v e  Bc l l o t t  c o u s i n s  l ived in real  h o u s e s  w i t h  
f o u n d a t i o n s ,  t o o k  g y m n a s t i c s  a n d  d a n c e ,  e n j o y e d  v a c a t i o n s  at  t h e  
b e a c h .  M y  u n c l e s  w o r k e d  in of f i ces  w i t h  n a m e p l a t e s  o n  t h e  d o o r s  
w h i l e  m y  a u n t s  s t a y e d  h o m e  a n d  m a d e  ec la i r s .  I was  t h e  Be l l o t t  
w h o  l ived in a s i n g l e w i d e  w i t h  n o  f a t h e r  a n d  a J e h o v a h ’s W i t n e s s  
m o t h e r  w h o  d i d n ’t t a k e  m e  a n y w h e r e  e x c e p t  t h e  K i n g d o m  Ha l l .  
For  f u n ,  I f o r a g e d  in t h e  f r i d g e  a n d  b a k e d .
At  f a m i l y  r e u n i o n s ,  m y  g r a n d p a  sat  in hi s  d e s i g n a t e d  cha i r ,  
s m i l i n g  a n d  s i p p i n g  s c o t c h  a n d  wa t e r .  T h e  c h i l d r e n  r an  c i rc l es  
a r o u n d  h i m ,  a n d  e v e n t u a l l y  o n e  w o u l d  e n d  u p  in hi s  l ap,  as l eep.  
M y  g r a n d m a ,  m e a n w h i l e ,  m a i n t a i n e d  c o n v e r s a t i o n  a n d  g o o d  
sp i r i t s ,  o r g a n i z e d  S c r a b b l e  a n d  Bo g g l e  c o m p e t i t i o n s ,  r e p l e n i s h e d  
veggi e  a n d  c o o k i e  t r ays ,  p e r p e t u a l l y  w i p e d  u p  s p i l l s — G r a n d p a ’s 
a n d  o u r s .  H e  r a r e l y  n o t i c e d  h e r  t h e r e ,  s c r u b b i n g  t h e  f l o o r  at  hi s  
feet .
H e  r a c k e d  u p  D W I ’s t h a t  n e v e r  l a n d e d  h i m  in jai l ,  c o l ­
l ec t ed  g i r l f r i e n d s  m y  g r a n d m a  w o u l d n ’t l eave h i m  over .  H e  d i d n ’t 
t a lk m u c h  a n d  m o s t  p e o p l e  t h o u g h t  he  was  wi se ,  b u t  m y  m o t h e r  
said t h a t ,  in t r u t h ,  he  was  f o o l i s h - -  he ' d  b e e n  in t h e  r i g h t  p l a c e  at  
t he  r i g h t  t i m e  a n d  t h a t  was  t h e  o n l y  r e a s o n  he  w a s n ’t a b u m .  Wel l ,  
t h a t  a n d  hi s  s mi l e .  1 s a i d ,  “ So l u ck  is t h e  o n l y  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n
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h i m  a n d  us ? ’ a n d  s he  s a i d  we  h a d  b r a i n s ,  a n d  t h a t  a c c o r d i n g  to 
m y  l a t es t  r e p o r t  c a r d ,  it was  h i g h  t i m e  I u s e d  m i n e .  S h e  s t i l l  l ives 
in t h a t  t r ai l er ,  st i l l  c h e c k s  g r o c e r i e s  at  Safeway.
1 g r e w u p  a n d  m a d e  m y  o w n  w a y  in t h e  w o r l d  a d a n d e ­
l i on  a m o n g  rosy  gi r l s  w h o ’d  c o m e  o f  age  in r e g u l a r  h o u s e s .  Ye l l ow 
was  in t h a t  year ,  a n d  I s n a g g e d  t h e  bes t  boy.  I s h a r e d  an  o p i n i o n  
at  t h e  r i g h t  pa r ty ,  s k i p p e d  co l l eg e  a n d  g o t  a j o b  w r i t i n g  fo r  t h e  
F o o d  N e t w o r k .  I t a k e  p l e n t y  o f  t i m e  off  n o w  a n d  i t s  n o t  c a l l e d  
v a c a t i o n .  H a n d s o m e  wa i t e r s  s e r ve  m e  I ree d i n n e r s  in n i c e  r e s t a u ­
r a n t s ,  a n d  1 s ip  e x p e n s i v e  d r i n k s  a n d  give  t h e m  t h e  eye.  I d o n  t 
h av e  w r i n k l e s  b e c a u s e  I d o n  t w o r k  h a r d ,  a n d  p e o p l e  a s s u m e  t h a t  
b e c a u s e  I ’m y o u n g  a n d  l a n d e d  t h i s  j ob ,  1 m  s o m e  k i n d  of  s p ec i a l .  
1 d r i v e  h o m e ,  ful l  a n d  b u z z e d ,  a n d  m y  h u s b a n d  v a c u u m s  t h e  l i v ­
i ng  r o o m  w h i l e  I si t  o n  t h e  c o u c h  a n d  o p e n  t h e  ma i l .  A  c h e c k ,  a 
t r avel  d i g e s t ,  a b i r t h d a y  c a r d  f r o m  G r a n d m a .  1 h e  w i n n i n g s  f r o m  
a s w e e p s t a k e s  c o n t e s t  spi l l  i n t o  m y  l ap.
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Pa n d e m i c
K e n n y  reached in  f o r  th e  d a m p e r  h a n d le  and  b r o u g h t  d o w n  f lakes 
o f  r u s t — w a te r  s igns.  T h e  f i r e p la c e  leaked in  the  rare S o u t h e r n  
C a l i f o r n i a  ra in .  T h e y  never  used i t ,  b u t  K e n n y  w o r k e d  to  keep 
i t  o u t  o f  h is m i n d .  H o m e  re p a i r  was an a d d i c t i o n — the  des i re  to  
f o r t i f y  w h a t  one  o w n e d ;  b u i l d  on  i t ;  p r e e m p t  i ts wear .  H e  used 
a basebal l  bat  to  shove  a w a d d e d  to w e l  up  th e  Hue.  S ince  he was 
sea l i ng  th e  f i r e p la c e  in  p la s t i c ,  he d i d n ' t  t h i n k  the  to w e l  was n e c ­
essary, b u t  N i c o l e  w a n t e d  i t .
“ D o  y o u  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  o l d  PSA,  he asked her.  “ W h e r e  a 
h o m e  gets t o o  in s u la te d  a n d  b u i l d s  u p  r a do n? "
N i c o l e  was t i r e d ,  h a v i n g  sealed t w o  cas e m en t  w i n d o w s  
w i t h  d u c t  tape.  She peeled o f f  tape u n t i l  he r  l i n g e r s  gave o u t .
“ I never  heard o f  r a d o n  a r o u n d  h e re . ”
“ B u t  are we  in  d a n g e r ;  y o u  k n o w ,  in  the  same w a y  c h i l ­
d re n  s u f fo c a te  i f  t h e y  p u t  a p la s t i c  bag over  t h e i r  head?”
She k e p t  an anger  bea m e d  at the  tape  r o l l .  “ I t ’s w h a t  th e y  
said to  do.
H e  had th e  c o m p u l s i o n  to  t h r o w  his f a m i l y  in  th e  car  and  
race o u t  o f  t o w n ,  b u t  w h e n  he t h o u g h t  o f  h is job ,  i t  pa ra lyzed  
h i m .  H e  h a l f w a y  ex pe c ted  to  get  re h i re d  and  N i c o l e  seemed to  
be c a r r y i n g  o n  as i f  he w o u l d .  N o t h i n g  had ch a n g e d  f o r  her.  Ever  
s ince she p u l l e d  t h e i r  son,  Jacek,  o u t  o f  the  W a l d o r f  S c h o o l  to  
be c o m e  his teacher ,  the  t w o  o f  t h e m  ra re ly  l e f t  the  house.
S o m e t h i n g  a l i ve  r u s t le d  the  r i v e r  r o c k  o u t s i d e  the  w i n ­
dow .  She s t o p p e d  t a p i n g  a n d  th e  house  was s i l e n t  excep t  f o r  the  
d i s t a n t  beeps o f  Jacek ’s game.
“ A  d o g , ” w h i s p e r e d  K e n n y ,  m o v i n g  c a r e f u l l y  on  the  c rea ky  
f l o o r .  H e  p a r te d  the  R o m a n  b l i n d  no  w i d e r  t h a n  an e y e b a l l ’s p u -  
Pi i  to  f i n d  th e  back  o f  a l o o m i n g ,  g ray  head t r y i n g  to  see in  f r o m  
the  o p p o s i t e  edge.  T h e  c loseness s ta r t l e d .  H e  m o u t h e d  the  n a m e ,
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“ G e r b e r . ”
Fred Gerber— herm it neighbor.
Sh e  s h o o k  h e r  h e a d  v i o l en t l y .  K e n n y  d i d n ’t l ike t h e  i dea  
o f  h i d i n g  in hi s  o w n  l i v i ng  r o o m ,  e s p e c i a l l y  s i n c e  G e r b e r  l o o k e d  
h ea l t hy .  It was  a c a u s e  for  c e l e b r a t i o n .  S e v e n t y - s e v e n ,  l i v i n g  a t  an  
a c c u s t o m e d  level  o f  f i l t h ,  G e r b e r  was  d r i v e n  by  a s e c r e t  d y n a m o .  
F o o t s t e p s  c l a p p e d  o n  t h e  p o r c h  a n d  t h e  d o o r  c r a c k e d  w i t h  a d u l t  
w e i g h t  l e a n i n g  in.  Sh e  w h i s p e r e d ,  “C a n  he  see t h r o u g h  t h e  d o o r ?  
I smel l  h i m . ”
K e n n y  s h o o k  hi s  h e a d ,  “ If we  ask  h i m ,  h e ’ll g o . ”
“ N o .  H e ’ll n ev e r  s t o p  t a l k i n g .  I t ’s d a n g e r o u s . ”
W h e n  f o o t s t e p s  r e c e d e d ,  N i c o l e  p e e k e d  o u t  a n d  w a t c h e d  
G e r b e r  h e a d  b a c k  to hi s  p a i n t - c h i p p e d  h o u s e ,  s u r r o u n d e d  by  
s t acks  o f  w h i t e ,  f i v e - g a l l o n  b u c k e t s .  H i s  i m m a c u l a t e  El C a m i n o  
s t o o d  o u t ,  s p a r k l i n g  ol i ve  w i t h  s h i n i n g  h u b c a p s .  El C a m i n o s  we r e  
a c u l t i s h  i t e m  in Eag l e  Rock .
" H e ’s h e a l t h y  e n o u g h  to  wa s h  t h a t  t r u c k . ”
“ I t ’s an  El C a m i n o , ” K e n n y  c o r r e c t e d .
Sh e  m o v e d  to  t h e  d o o r  a n d  c l a w e d  at  t h e  rol l .  “ I h a t e  t h i s  
t a p e . ” H e r  s c r e a m  w i p e d  a w a y  t h e  q u i e t .
J a c e k  s t o m p e d  in,  p e a r - s h a p e d  b o d y  s h a k i n g  l i ke  J e l l - O . 
“ W h y  are y o u  ye l l i ng?  In p u b l i c  s c h o o l ,  he  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  a 
s i x t h  g r a d e r ,  na i ve l y  t e l l i n g  bu l l i e s  hi s  n a m e  was  t a k e n  f r o m  a 
Pol i sh  g r a n d f a t h e r .  B u l g i n g  f r o m  u n d e r  o n e  of  hi s  t i g h t e r  G a p  T-  
s h i r t s ,  hi s  c h e s t  s u g g e s t e d  a p u b e s c e n t  gi r l ,  a n d  hi s  f i ne ,  s h o u l d e r -  
l e n g t h ,  b l o n d  h a i r  was  i d e n t i c a l  t o  hi s  m o m ’s.
N i c o l e  l o o k e d  up ,  f l u s t e r e d ,  r e c a l l i n g  t h e  v o ws  of  h o m e  
s c h o o l i n g .  “ Yes, w h y  a m  I ye l l i ng?  I h a t ’s a g o o d  q u e s t i o n .  S h o u t ­
i ng  m a k e s  m e  feel b e t t e r  b u t  e v e r y o n e  else has  t o  s u f f e r  m y  c o m ­
p l a i n t s ,  d o n ’t t h e y ? ”
“ W e ’ re a l i t t l e  t i r ed  f r o m  t h e  r a t i o n i n g , ” hi s  f a t h e r  sa id .
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fo o d  issues:
T h e y  c o n s i d e r e d  t he  lent i l  s o u p ,  b u t  c hos e  m i n e s t r o n e .  Food  was  
a da i ly  t op i c  a n d  K e n n y  was  sick o f  it. N i c o l e  was  sick o f  it, b u t  
c o u l d n ’t he lp  hersel f .  She  wa ve d  a m a t c h  over  t he  b u r n e r  un t i l  a 
medi eva l  b l ue  r i ng  w h o o s h e d  in a c i rcle ,  v a n i s h i n g  d r ea d .  They 
had  no  idea h o w  t he  gas c a me .  K e n n y  p e e ke d  a r o u n d  t he  s ide  o f  
t he  s u n s h a d e  on  t he  k i t c h e n  w i n d o w .  A squi r r e l  m o v e d  across  
t he  ga rage  roof ,  b u t  no  s ign o f  Ge r b e r .  A year  ago wh i l e  t hey  
were  v a c a t i o n i n g ,  he rol l ed t h e i r  t r ash  b i ns  b e h i n d  t he  hous e .  N o  
o n e  asked  h i m  to.  H e  ke p t  an eye on  t he  s t r ee t  a n d  w o u l d  l ikely 
shuf f l e  d o w n  t he i r  d r ive  at  s o m e  p o i n t  a n d  m a k e  n o t e  o f  K e n n y  s 
g e n e r a t o r  vent .  O r  he m i g h t  w i t h d r a w  for  weeks .  To c o u p l e s  old 
e n o u g h  to have  lost  a p a r e n t ,  t he r e  was  no  m y s t e r y  h o w  G e r b e r  
l ived:  w i d o w e d ,  ch i l d l ess ,  w i t h o u t  f ami l y — o n l y  Joe ,  his s c a v e n g ­
ing p a r t n e r  across  t he  s t reet .  T h e  can o f  l ent i l  s o u p  sat  a l one  on  
t he  floor .  K e n n y  t o o k  a m a r k e r  f r om t he  m u g  o f  pens  by t he  de a d  
p h o n e  a n d  s q u a t t e d  o n  his left  leg. The r i gh t  o n e  h u r t  i f  he sat  on  
it, h a v i n g  r u i n e d  his c a l f  mu s c l e  p a i n t i n g  t he  garage .  1 he  can was  
l abe l ed “ 1.” H e  c rossed  it ou t .
“ I guess  we  can  a d d  l ent i l s  to t he  last  day,  w h e n  we 11 re ­
ally ne e d  s o m e t h i n g  e x t r a . ”
In t he  c o r n e r  o f  t h e  k i t c h e n  was  an  u n g a i n l y  s t ack  o f  cans  
a n d  boxes .  It l oo k e d  l ike s o m e t h i n g  G e r b e r  h o a r d e d .  I hey  had  
ea t en  careless ly for  a week  be fo r e  b u c k l i n g  d o w n  a n d  r a t i o n i n g .  
T h e  cans  were  n u m b e r e d  w i t h  a Sh a r p i e  f r o m  3 to 44 .  S a n d w i c h  
bags full  o f  r ice,  nu t s ,  c racke r s ,  rai s ins ,  a n d  s c oops  o f  o a t m e a l  
were  t a pe d  to t he  cans  a n d  jars.  Boxes  o f  m a c  & cheese  ha d  an 
i ndex  ca rd  w i t h  a day  n u m b e r  a n d  s e r v i ng  sizes.
Peaches  a n d  p o w d e r e d  mi l k  wer e  to s t a r t  D a y  1, a way  
o f  w e a n i n g  j acek o f f  cereal .  H e  p r e v i ous l y  l iked pe a che s ,  b u t  
c o m p l a i n e d  a n d  asked  for  t he  nex t  d a y ’s r a t i on  o f  H o n e y  N u t
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C h e e r io s ,  q u i t e  poss ib ly  the last box of cereal  in Eagle  Rock ,  p u r ­
chased  f rom  W o n  Liquors .  N ic o le  be l i eved  a c h i ld  had  the  r ig h t  
to choose  meals.  1 he best  she c o u ld  do  was set an  e x a m p le .  I he 
peaches  were p u s h e d  a he ad  w i th  h o p e  tha t  a g o o d  n i g h t  s s leep 
m ig h t  c h a n g e  his m i n d .  She a n d  K e n n y  were also d e n i e d  a sha re  
of peaches ,  s ince  they  c o u l d n ’t o p e n  the  can  a n d  save s o m e  for 
Jacck w i t h o u t  a w o r k i n g  re fr igera to r .
At the  ev e n in g  meal ,  Jacek had c o m p l a i n e d  a n d  they  
h a n d e d  over  the  last o f  the  C h e e r io s ,  p u l l e d  f rom  D a y  4. W o r r i e d  
a n d  w i th  l i t tle  a p p e t i t e ,  K e n n y  a nd  N ic o le  d e c id e d  to  save the  
lent i l  soup .  T h e r e  w a s n ’t even a r e m o t e  c h a n c e  Jacek  w o u l d  eat  a 
lent i l .
W h e n  D ay  2 cam e ,  befo re  they  c o u l d  eat  the  c a n n e d  pears ,  
K e nny  and  N ic o le  wa i ted  for  Jacek  to w ake  up ,  s ince  he w e n t  to 
bed well past  m i d n i g h t  a nd  s lept  un t i l  n o o n .  T h e y  had  a p lan  for  
the  pears . Jacek said pears  m a d e  h im  gag b u t  t hey  t h o u g h t  the  
pears  m ig h t  m ake  the  peaches  look  a t t r ac t ive .
There were g u n s h o t s  a n d  a s w a g g e r in g  m u f f l e r  b e lc h e d  
d o w n  La R oda  Street .  K e n n y  peeked  a r o u n d  the  shade .
“G e r b e r ’s w i n d o w ’s s h o t . ”
“A d r iv e -b y ? ” The ph rase  s e em e d  o u t - o f - p l a c e ,  b u t  a c c u ­
rate.
“ 1 be t  i t ’s s o m e t h i n g  to  do  w i th  t h a t  El C a m i n o .  H e ’s had  
offers,  b u t  h e ’ll never  sell .”
Those fu c k in g  El C a m i n o s , ” N ic o le  said softly.
She ch e ck e d  Jacek.  H e  was still  as leep.  At  m idda y ,  he go t  
up  a n d  d r a n k  c h o c o la te  p o w d e r e d  milk  (a b less ing ,  he a c c e p t e d  
milk  m a d e  from tap wa te r) .  It fo r t i f i ed  h im  for  g a m e  play. Af ter  
a b a t t e ry  c h a n g e  in the  a f t e r n o o n ,  J a c e k ’s h u n g e r  c a m e  on  full - 
force,  b u t  he w a n t e d  the  mac  & cheese  r a t i o n e d  for  d i n n e r .  That  
gave his p a re n t s  the  go a he ad  on  pears ,  i n c l u d i n g  J a c e k ’s share ,  
w h ic h  they  d e v o u re d  l ike hyenas.
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As l i g h t  fell o n  D a y  2,  t h e  e f f ec t  o n  t h e  c a s e m e n t  w i n d o w s  
gave  K e n n y  an  e m p t y  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  d a y  wa s  l os t  a n d  a n y t h i n g  
h o p e f u l  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  s t a r t  t o m o r r o w .
“ M i n e s t r o n e  s o u p ,  N i c o l e  p i t c h e d  h e r  v o i c e  t o w a r d  
Jacek ' s  r o o m .
“ H e ’s ful l  o n  m a c , ’ K e n n y  s a i d ,  b u t  h e a d e d  t h e r e  a n y w a y .  
H e  s a w J a y ’s b a c k  a g a i n s t  t h e  b e d ,  h i s  s t o m a c h  a n d  k n e e s  f o r m i n g  
a she l f  h o l d i n g  t h e  g a m e  c o n s o l e .  T h e  a i r  wa s  m o i s t  w i t h  d i r t y  
c l o t h e s ;  a sea o f  p r i c k l y  g a m e  f i g u r i n e s  t h r e a t e n e d  b a r e  feet .  G e r ­
ber ' s  h o u s e  c a m e  t o  m i n d ,  f i l l ed  w i t h  o t h e r  p e o p l e ’s j u n k ,  p e r h a p s  
s o m e  o f  it p l u c k e d  f r o m  K e n n y ’s o w n  t r a s h  b i n .
N i c o l e  h a d  i n s t r u c t e d  h i m  n o t  t o  c r i t i c i z e  J a c e k ’s r o o m .  
H a v i n g  s t u d i e d  t h e  w a y s  o f  D e l i g h t - D r i v e n  L. ea rn i ng ,  N i c o l e  b e ­
l i eved  s h e  a l o n e  p o s s e s s e d  a f o r m u l a  f o r  g u i d a n c e .  K e n n y  w o u l d  
h a v e  t o  w a i t  u n t i l  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  t i m e  in b e d  t o  l e a r n  m o r e ,  s i n c e  
J ac e k  s t a y e d  u p  so lat e .
“ H o w  b o u t  s o m e  d e l i c i o u s  m i n e s t r o n e ?  he  a s k e d  hi s  s o n .  
“ I t ’s g o t  p a s t a  s h e l l s . ’
W h e n  K e n n y  p u l l e d  t h e  s h e e t  o v e r  h i m ,  hi s  s t o m a c h  r u m ­
b l i n g ,  h e  r e a l i z e d  t h e  s o u n d  wa s  n o t  m u t e d  as N i c o l e  h a d  a s k e d  
a n d  h e  wa s  t r a c i n g  J a y ’s m i n d  in g a m e  play,  d e c i s i o n  s p e e d  a n d  
f l u e n c y  m a r k e d  b y  w h i r r s  o f  n a v i g a t i o n .  S o l d i e r  v o i c e s  c r i e d  for  
h e l p ;  o t h e r s  o f f e r e d  J a y  c o n g r a t u l a t i o n s :  “G o o d  s h o o t i n g ,  mi s -  
ter.
“ I d o n ’t l i ke  h i m  u p  al l  n i g h t ,  h e  s a i d  w h e n  N i c o l e  
c r a w l e d  in.  “ It w o u l d  b e  ea s i e r  i f  h e  a t e  w i t h  us.
“ 1 k n o w .  I t h i n k  o n e  i d ea  is t o  s l e e p  o n  hi s  s c h e d u l e .
“ I c a n  t. I h a v e  t o  b e  u p  in  ca se  t h e  N a t i o n a l  G u a r d  c o m e s  
by.  T h a t ’s h o w  t h e y  m i g h t  d i s t r i b u t e  v a c c i n e s  i f  e v e r y t h i n g ’s st i l l  
d o w n .
S h e  l o w e r e d  h e r  v o i ce .  “ I t ’s crazy,  c u t  of f  l i ke  t h i s .  I c a n ’t
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b l o g  o r  t a lk  to J enn i f e r .  I k n o w  she  h a d  a s l eep  p r o b l e m  w i t h  
Zeke ,  h u t  I d o n  t r e m e m b e r  w h a t  she  d i d .  I m  t h i n k i n g  1 c o u l d  set  
t h e  a l a r m  at  t w o ’ a n d  get  u p  a n d  s ugges t  he c o m e  to  bed .
“C a n  I c l ean  his r o o m ?  H o w  d o  y o u  m a k e  c l e a n i n g  a r o o m  
d e l i g h t f u l ? ”
“T h e  d e l i g h t - d r i v e n  wa y  is to sugges t ;  s h o w  e x c i t e m e n t  
a b o u t  hi s  cho i ce s .  N o w  w h e n  t h a t  d o e s n ’t w o r k — a n d  s o m e t i m e s  
i t ’s i m p o r t a n t  for  h e a l t h ,  l ike b r u s h i n g  t e e t h — y o u  st i l l  c a n t  
force  a ch i l d ,  b u t  yo u  can  w i t h h o l d  a p p r o v a l .  R e m e m b e r  w h e n  I 
w o u l d n ’t l ook  h i m  in t h e  face u n t i l  he  b r u s h e d  b e c a u s e  I sa i d  it 
was  yucky?  T h a t  o n l y  t o o k  a few d a y s . ”
“ Is he b r u s h i n g ?  Hi s  b r e a t h  s e e ms  f o u l . ”
“ H e  says he is b u t  w e ’re as l eep,  so t ha t ' s  a n o t h e r  r e a s on  for  
me  to get  up  at  t wo.  I can  casua l l y  smel l  his b r e a t h .  Let  m e  f i gure  
o u t  a r e w a r d . ”
K e n n y  was  o n l y  t o o  h a p p y  to.  H i s  c h e s t  fel t  as i f  a h o r s e  
was  s t a n d i n g  on  it. M o s t  o f  t h e i r  f r i e nds  h a d  a b a n d o n e d  t h e  ci ty,  
b u t  he a n d  N i c o l e  t h o u g h t  t h e  q u a r a n t i n e  was  safer.  T h e  p r o b ­
l em was  t r y i n g  to t h i n k  w i t h  a car  a l a r m  g o i n g  off .  I f  Jay  g o t  t h e  
s i ckness  a n d  d i e d ,  w o u l d  N i c o l e  w a n t  to live? K e n n y  p u s h e d  his 
h a n d s  l ike a p a d d l e ;  w a t e r  f l owed  in c u r r e n t s  b e t w e e n  t h e  f i nger s .  
H e  c l a we d  at  t h e  su r f ace ,  r e a c h i n g  for  ai r  a n d  l i gh t ,  t r y i n g  to  get  
a wa y  f r o m t h a t  a l a r m a n d  awfu l  d r e a d .  In  a m o m e n t  as p u r e  as 
o x y g en ,  he h a d  t h e  k i n d  o f  p o i n t e d ,  i n t e n s e  r e v e l a t i o n  o n l y  f o u n d  
in n i g h t ma r e s :  he  d i d n ' t  l ike hi s  son .
K e n n y  was  c l u t c h i n g  a b a t t e r y - p o w e r e d  B r a u n  c l o c k  t h a t  
read 2 : 1 0 .  N i c o l e  h a d  h i t  t h e  s n o o z e  b u t t o n .  H e  f o u n d  h e r  a n d  
J ac ek  in t h e  k i t c h e n ,  i l l u m i n a t e d  by s t abs  o f  l a n t e r n  l i gh t .  She  
was  c o o k i n g  ma c  &  cheese .
“J a c e k ’s s t o m a c h  h u r t s .
“ I t h i n k  I have  t he  s i cknes s ,  D a d .  M y  eyes a re  b u r n i n g . ” 
“ I t ’s ca l l ed  ey e s t r a i n ,  Jay . ”
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Ni c o l e  p o u r e d  n o o d l e s  in t he  po t ,  careful ly ,  b u t  t he  b o i l ­
ing wa t e r  s p l a s hed  he r  h a n d .
“ You ha d  t he  s i ckness ,  d i d n ’t you .  M o m ? ”
“ I had  r egu l a r  f l u . ”
“ We d o n ’t k n o w  w h a t  y o u r  m o m  had .  It c o u l d  have  been  
a mi l d  case o f  s ickness .
“ I t h i n k  I have  a mi l d  case . ”
“ D o  you  feel l ike ea t i ng?
“ I ’m s t a r v i n g . ”
“ I he n  you  d o n ' t  have  n o d d i n g  disease.  T h i s  was  a t i r e ­
s o me  r o u t i n e  b u t  K e n n y  t h o u g h t  it m i g h t  be t he  b e g i n n i n g  o f  
J a y ’s a d u l t  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  de a t h .
K e n n y  s h i n e d  his p r e c i ous  Ma g l i t e  on  t he  m a c  & cheese  
a nd  t h e n  r e m e m b e r e d  his o w n  rule  n o t  to was t e  ba t t e r i e s  i f  a n ­
o t h e r  l ight  b u r n e d .
“ T his ma c  is for  D a y  5. W h a t  are you  g o i n g  to eat  on  Da y
5?”
“ D a d ,  I can  see t he  m a c  & cheese  s i t t i ng  t here .  I f  you  
d o n ’t w a n t  me  to obsess  over  it, you  s h o u l d  h i de  it l ike Sa n t a  
C l a u s — unt i l  C h r i s t m a s .  H e  r efe r red  to Sa n t a  in a way  t ha t  m a d e  
K e n n y  w o n d e r  if N i c o l e  had  t o ld  h i m .  T h e  r a t i o n i n g  was  fal l ing 
apa r t .  T h e r e  was  no  h a n d y m a n  he c o u l d  call  t o  fix it.
Jacek  c o u n t e d  a l o u d ,  “O n e ,  t wo ,  t h r e e . . .  p o i n t i n g  o u t  
t he  m a c  & cheese  a p p e a r i n g  every  f o u r t h  day  in t he  s tacks .  “T h i r ­
teen boxes .  I c o u l d  eat  o n e  a day.  T h a t ’s a l m o s t  t wo  weeks .  See,  
just  be c aus e  I ’m  in F u n - S c h o o l  does n ' t  m e a n  I can' t  c o u n t .
“ I never  said t h a t . ” K e n n y  rai sed his vo i ce  l o u d e r  t h a n  he 
m e a n t  to.  “ I k n o w  you  can c o u n t ,  b u t  we r a t i o n e d  for  f o r t y - f o u r  
days.
“You t o ld  M o m  I c o u l d n ' t  be a s c i en t i s t ,  be c aus e  I c a n ’t
c o u n t .
“You can  c o u n t  w h e n e v e r  you  w a n t ,  N i c o l e  said.  “ I f  you
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w a n t  to be a sc ient i s t ,  you' l l  l earn m a t h  w h e n  you  w a n t  it. Then 
y o u ’ll learn it faster  because  i t ’s fun. "  She  was r u b b i n g  he r  eyes.
“ Ken,  this  is a l e a r n i n g  m o m e n t .  H e ’s d i s c o v e r i n g  m a t h . ”
bathing:
At n o o n ,  a l one  in t he  l iving r o o m ,  K e n n y  was  t ry i ng  to 
r e m e m b e r  wha t  day  it was.  Ni co l e  h a d n ’t s t i r r ed  w h e n  he left  t he  
bed.  T h a t  m e a n t  she t ook  A m b i e n .
Shower day. T h e y  t o o k  s hower s  every t h ree  days.  Ke n n y  
e n j oyed  t h e m  wi t h  a p l easur e  equa l  to J ac e k ’s d i s l i ke— a n o t h e r  
way his son r e s e mb l e d  Gerber .
He  w o r k e d  o u t  a s c he du l e  lor  t he  ge ne r a t o r .  A f lee ing 
n e i g h b o r  l oaned  it to powe r  K e n n y ’s e l ec t r i c  wa t e r  hea te r ,  wh i c h  
he u n f o r t u n a t e l y  u p g r a d e d  I rom n a t u r a l  gas be for e  t he  crisis.  
W i t h  t he  Shel l  a n d  76  s t a t i ons  s h u t  d o w n ,  K e n n y  s c r a m b l e d  to 
f ind n i ne  gal lons  of  gasol ine ,  s i p h o n i n g  m o s t  o f  it f r om o ne  o f  
t he i r  t wo cars.
Hi s  pub l i c  school  m a t h  t o ld  h i m t hey  ha d  t we n t y - f i ve  
m i n u t e s  of h o t  water ,  every t h i r d  day  un t i l  t he  f ood  ran o u t .  T h e  
p r i o r i t y  was t he i r  bodies .  C o o k w a r e  rece ived a s i nk  of  h o t  wa t e r  
in the  k i t c he n ,  a n d  the  last pa r t  was to fill t he  t ub  for  l a u n d r y  
before  s h u t t i n g  o f f  t he  gene ra t o r ,  t i m e d  to t he  Br aun .
A f i f t e e n - a mp  c o r d  s na ke d  up  t he  b a s e m e n t ,  f ee d i ng  a 
powe r  s t r i p  t ha t  servi ced t he  TV,  c o m p u t e r ,  a n d  b a t t e r y  charger .  
Ke n n y  un s c r e we d  the  Magl i t e ,  b u t  he c o u l d  tell it was empt y .  
Jacek t ook  the  ba t t e r i e s  for his g a me ,  a n d  t he r e  was usua l l y  no 
w o r k i n g  Ma g l i t e  t he  n i gh t  be fore  s h o we r  day.
He  pe e ked  o u t  at  G e r b e r ’s. T h e  last  car  he a r d  was t he  
s h o o t e r s .  Hi s  foot  p o k e d  at  t he  p las t ic  shee t  a r o u n d  t he  f i replace  
a n d  he no t i c e d  old,  b l ack  wa t e r  s t a ins  on  t he  f loor.  H e  t r i ed no t  
to wo r r y  bu t  t he  less he u n d e r s t o o d ,  t he  m o r e  it cost .  C h i m n e y s
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were  speci a l i zed.  I he h o u s e  also n e e d e d  a n e w  r o o f  a n d  t he  c o n ­
n e c t i o n  to t he  c h i m n e y ,  t he  f l ash ing ,  m i g h t  be t he  s ou r c e  o f  t he  
leak.  I ha t  s h ow  it we n t .  O n e  r epa i r  s p read  to t he  nex t  l ike a 
vi rus .  H e  hea rd  g a m e  s o u n d s .
“S h o w e r  day, ’ he said w h e n  Jay c a m e  o u t  for  mi lk .
“ Re c ha r ge  day," Jay ins i s t ed .  “ M y  ba t t e r i e s  are we a k  a n d  
suck i ng . "
“ We r e  you  guys  u p  late?"
“ I d o n ’t know.  M o m  was  o n  t he  c o u c h  a n d  I w o k e  her  a n d  
to ld  her  m y  idea.  Li s t en .  If I was  an angel  a n d  had  h u g e  wi ngs ,  
h o w  w o u l d  I go to bed? W o u l d  I have  to s leep o n  m y  s t o m a c h  or  
c o u l d  I fold t he  wi ngs  a r o u n d  me  l ike a b l a n k e t ? ”
K e n n y  r e m e m b e r e d  g o i n g  to bed  a lone .  “Are  you  t a l k i n g  
a b o u t  a v i d e o g a me ?
“ No ,  i t ’s an idea I i nve n t e d :  I f  I was  an  angel .  M o m  said it 
was  very  o r i g i n a l . ” H i s  f inger s  j a bbe d  t he  g a m e  b u t t o n s .  “T h e s e  
M a g  ba t t e r i e s  are shi t . "
K e n n y  had  t he  ur ge  to r e p r i m a n d  h i m ,  b u t  t he r e  was  no 
cable  T V  to b l a m e  s ince  t he  gr id  was  s h u t  d o w n .  H e  a n d  N i c o l e  
c u r s e d  a lot  d u r i n g  t he  first  s tage  o f  t he  p a n d e m i c .
K e n n y  l i f ted t he  gri l l  f r o m  t he  hall  f loor .  It was  i n t a k e  for  cen t r a l  
air, b u t  he had  d i s m a n t l e d  t he  d u c t w o r k  a n d  used t he  ho l e  to 
reach t he  b a s e m e n t .  O t h e r w i s e  t he  on l y  e n t r a n c e  was  f r o m  t he  
ba c kya r d .  S i t t i n g  at  t he  edge ,  r e s t i ng  his feet  on  a s t e p l a dde r ,  t he  
cool  air  hi t  his cheeks .
Af t e r  f i l l ing t he  reservoi r ,  he  r e t u r n e d  t he  gas c o n t a i n e r  to 
a safe n o o k  by J a y ’s old t r i cycle  a n d  a s h e l f  o f  1993  Encyclopedia 
Britannica. O n  t he  s e c o n d  pul l  of t he  co r d  t he  b a s e m e n t  c a m e  to 
life. A n y b o d y  o n  t he  b l ock  w o u l d  hea r  t he  ge ne r a t o r ,  p e r h a p s  a 
mi l e  away  in t he  hi l ls.  H e  c l i mb e d  o u t  a n d  p u t  a b l a n k e t  on  t o p  o f  
t he  gril l  to muf f l e  s o u n d ,  pr essed d o w n  wi t h  a c o u p l e  Britannicas.
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I h e  s h o w e r  s p r a y e d  w a r m  a n d  s t r o n g .  H e  r e ca l l ed  t h e  f i rs t  
d a y  h o m e ,  c u t  l oos e  f r o m  his  j ob ,  a n d  w a n t e d  t o  b r i n g  b a c k  t h a t  
f ee l i ng ,  t h e  joy of  f a mi l y  v a c a t i o n .  It d i d n t  m a k e  s en s e  d u r i n g  a
cr i s i s  b u t  t h e y  all h a d  it.
“ I ’m  o u t ,  I ’m o u t . ” N i c o l e  was  r e a d y  to  t a k e  hi s  p l ace .  H e  
c h e c k e d  t h e  c l o c k  a n d  w a l k e d  b r i s k l y  t o  J ay  o n  t h e  c o u c h ,  p i c k ­
i ng  his  bit;  t oe .  Jay,  e l even  m i n u t e s ,  b e t  s d o  it.  J ‘ty m o a n e d  a n d  
h u g g e d  hi s  r o b e  a r o u n d  h i m  l ike t h e  a n g e l  he  i n v e n t e d .
“S h o w e r  day.  Let  s d o  it.
Hi s  vo i ce  b r o k e .  I d o n  t n e e d  a s h o w e r ,  I h a v e n  t s w e a t ­
ed.  K e n n y  t o o k  h o l d  o f  a w i n g .
“ O u c h ,  y o u ’re h u r t i n g  m e . ” All  K e n n y  c o u l d  t h i n k :  he  
s h o u l d  h ave  s h o w e r e d  last ,  m a k i n g  N i c o l e  h a n d l e  h i m .  H e  r e a l ­
ized she  was  d e a f  in t h e  b a t h r o o m .
“ I f  y o u  d o n ’t ge t  in t h e  s h o w e r  I wi l l  a c c i d e n t a l l y  s t e p  o n  
y o u r  g a m e  c o n s o l e . ”
J a y  b o r e  t e e t h  a n d  left .  A n o t h e r  t h r e e  d a y s  a n d  t h e y  w o u l d  
d o  t h i s  ag a i n .  H e  p o w e r e d  t h e  1 V w h i l e  d r y i n g  h i m s e l f ,  f l i p p i n g  
ac ros s  b l i n k s  o f  w h i t e  n o i s e — n o  i m a g e s  at  al l ,  he  s u p p o s e d ,  we r e  
b e t t e r  t h a n  o n e s  o f  A f r i c a n  p e a s a n t s  s t r e a m i n g  o u t  o f  p l a g u e -  
r i d d e n  vi l l ages ,  v i e w e d  f r o m  h e l i c o p t e r s .
N i c o l e  r a i sed  h e r  f ace t o  t h e  w a r m  jet s ,  l u x u r i a t i n g .  “J a c e k ,  
get  i n . ” Sh e  r i n s e d  of f  s o a p  w h i l e  he  s t o o d  w i t h  o n e  f o o t  o n  t o p  of  
t h e  o t h e r .
“ Hey,  w h a t  a b o u t  y o u r  h a i r , ” he  c h i d e d .
“ I d o n ’t n e e d  to  wa s h  it ev e r y  t i m e , ” s h e  p o i n t e d  o u t .
H e  s h o o k  o f f  t h e  r o b e  a n d  s t u m b l e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  c u r t a i n  
as s he  t u r n e d  to face h i m ,  p a r t l y  b l o c k i n g  t h e  spray.  I h e  w a t e r  
s e e m e d  to  e m a n a t e  f r o m  h e r  p h y s i q u e .  “ D i d  y o u  k n o w  i t ’s ex a c t l y  
t w o  m o n t h s  t il l  S m i l e  at  Li f e?”
“ I ’m f r eez i ng ,  let  m e  in t h e  h o t . ” T h e i r  w e t  h i p s  a n d  a r m s  
s l id pas t  e a c h  o t h e r  as t h e y  t r a d e d  spaces .  S h e  n o t i c e d  t h r e a d s  of
cunningham
black hai r  s p r ou t i n g  above bis c rotch.
“ H o w  can we go? he said.  “We can' t  leave the  house.  
“W e ’ll be ou t  by then ,  she said,  squeez i ng  s h a m p o o  over 
his hair.  “We have to. T h e  f o o d ’ll be gone.
“ I d o n ’t wa n t  to wash my hai r  ei ther .
“ Please? I t ’s really oily. 1 can shine  it up.  A d r ama t i c  
sigh ind i ca t ed  approval .  “ Even if the  elect r ic is ou t ,  s ome  people  
will get  to the  conference ;  maybe  not  everybody.  I t ’s a two h o u r  
drive.
Kenny  poked  in. “ hive mi nu tes .
“M o m ,  do  you t h i nk  a n y b o d y  died,  of the  Fun- Schoo l -
ers:
“Wel l . ’ She cons ide r ed  it. “O f  a bo u t  twen t y  people  in 
ou r  g roup ,  i t ’s possible.  I just  kn o w whoever  is hea l thy  will get  to 
Smile at Life.
the nodding sign:
Nicole  had one  leg over the arm o f  an Ikea chair ,  r eading Britan- 
nica Vol. Twelve. “ D e h y d r a t i on  can be con t ro l l ed  wi th  f luid t h e r ­
apy and  headaches  wi th  a sp i r i n— can you bel ieve this shit? T h a t ’s 
all they have ab o u t  flu. I can' t  bel ieve I wrote  school  repor t s  f rom 
these books . ’’
Kenny  was s t udy i ng  the  more  general  macropaed ia .  
I h e r e ’s a full page abou t  viral ca t egor i es— n o t h i n g  pract ical .  
I 'm be g i nn i n g  to see how mo n k s  learned,  h a n d - c o p y i n g  the same 
books  over and over .”
She was in the next  volume.  “ I hey d o n ’t have M a r b u r g  
disease.”
“ M o m ,  I got  a new level .” Jacek was w r ap p e d  in a b l anke t  
on  the couch.  “ I just ki l led ab o u t  a h u n d r e d  peop l e . ”
“S o me b od y  c om p a r ed  it to Ma r bu r g ,  K e n n y  said.  “ But
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Ma r bu r g  might  have h ap p e n e d  after  ’n ine ty- three .  I d o n t  know.  
Dad got  these Brittannica when he ret i red in n i ne t y - t h r ee . ”
Jacek coughed  f rom the chest .  “U h - o h ,  s ounds  like M a r ­
burg . ”
Nicole  got  up and  pu t  her hand  flat to his forehead.  He 
mo a ne d  and shook his body  hard eno u g h  to make  the s o u nd  u n ­
dulate,  clearly enjoying himself .  “Stop it, she said.
“I ’m not  do i ng  an y t h i n g . ”
“Yes, you are. You’re act ing like you have the n o d d i n g  sign 
and y o u ’re hu r t i ng  our  feelings.  Jacek had reacted to the news 
clips as ma ny  Amer i can  ch i ldren  h a d — semi - naked  Afr ican boys 
and girls n o d d i n g  thei r  heads  looked s t range,  even funny.  Nicole  
had expla ined that  the chi ldren were in a t rance.
Worr ied ,  she sk ipped her  b a t h r o o m  chores  tha t  night .
“ H e ’s sweat ing,  Kenny.  Jacek s b e d r oo m  was h u mi d ,  the 
door  always shu t  once Jay was in bed,  Nicole  wedg i ng  a towel  
unde r nea t h .  It r emi nded  Kenny  of his p o t - s m o k i n g  days in high 
school .
T h e  next  morn i ng ,  s ome t h i n g  hot  on  his ches t  woke  him.  It was 
his b u r n i n g  hands .  Kenny had the same c r us h i ng  panic  wh e n  they 
laid h im off work,  and Nicole  real ized he was sick the m o m e n t  
she saw his face.
“O h  my god.  I’m giving you all the f rui t  Jacek w o n t  eat ,
she said.
“ He won' t  eat any f rui t , ” Kenny said,  s udden l y  accept ing  
his f reedom,  his household  dut ies  at an end.  1 here was n o t h i ng  
left but  to wai t  for the fer ryman and proceed  across the River 
Styx.
Nicole washed her  n ightc lothes  in Epsom salts and  boi led 
water  on  the stove and moved into Jacek’s r oom on a pal let .  He 
h op p e d  in wi th her  as if it was a Smile at Life sleepover.
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She  d u g  o u t  a s o u p  p o t  to use for  a t oi l e t .  K e n n y ’s t h i n k ­
ing was i m p a i r e d ,  b u t  he was  ab l e  to c o n v i n c e  he r  it was  m o r e  
s a n i t a r y  to use t he  b a t h r o o m  a n d  c lean u p  wh i l e  he was  ab l e  t ha n  
to e m p t y  a c o n t a m i n a t e d  b u c k e t .  “ I t ’s M i d d l e  Ages , ” he  said.  
“ You s t a r t  p l a y i ng  wi t h  c h a m b e r  p o t s — ,” a n d  he  fell asleep.
She  f o u n d  t he  lid a n d  he c o m p r o m i s e d :  use  t he  p o t  for  
u r i n a t i n g .  E m p t y  w i t h  p o t h o l d e r s  to keep  h a n d s  c l ean.  W i p e  
d o w n  t he  t oi l e t .  She  c l e a ne d  aga in  i f  Jacek  w a n t e d  to pee ,  p a c i n g  
o u t s i d e  t he  b a t h r o o m ,  h e c k l i n g  her  to hur ry .
As his t e m p e r a t u r e  c l i m b e d ,  N i c o l e  s p o k e  t h r o u g h  t he  
d o o r  in m u f f l e d  t ones ,  r e l ay ing  t ha t  Jay  mi s sed  h i m.  N i g h t  a n d  
day  m e r g e d  a n d  t h e  g e n e r a t o r ’s w h i n e  f i l led his he a d  at  all hour s .  
O n e  m o r n i n g  he saw “get  wel l"  a n d  “ bes t  d a d  in t he  w o r l d ” on  t he  
pane l s  o f  a c r u d e  p a p e r  box p i eced  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  S c o t c h  t ape  on 
t he  n i g h t s t a n d .  H e  g r a d u a l l y  real ized Jay h a d  c o l o r e d  t he  fat  l e t ­
ters o u t s i d e  t h e  l ines l ike s o m e o n e  w h o  had  never  used a c r a yon .  
K e n n y  o n c e  read a b o u t  Spec ia l  N e e d s  on  a we bs i t e  a n d  sugges t ed  
ro N i c o l e  t ha t  Jay m i g h t  have  A s p e r g e r ’s S y n d r o m e .  She  e x p l a i n e d  
to K e n n y  t ha t  g i f t ed  was  also a Special  Ne e d .
Af t e r  Jacek  d e p l e t e d  t he  m a c  a n d  cheese ,  he bea t  his s t o m ­
ach as if it was  a g i a n t  leech a n d  howl e d .  N i c o l e  s ugge s t e d  he t ear  
pages  f r om t he  B r i t a n n i c a  o n e  at  a t i m e  to ca l m h i mse l f .  Da ys  
later,  t he r e  was  a pi le  o f  pages  a n d  e m p t y  covers .
“ Kenny ,  we have  to t a l k . ” She  p o u n d e d  t h e  d o o r  u n t i l  
he o p e n e d  his eyes a n d  k n o c k e d  over  his l amp .  S o m e t h i n g  had  
c h a n g e d .  She  was  s ay i ng  g o o d b y e .
“ D o  you  t h i n k  y o u r  b o d y ’s g i v i ng  u p ? ” she  said.
H e  l a bo r e d ,  “ Yes.”
“ W h e n  you  die,  1 have  to mo v e  you .  It's u n s a n i t a r y . ” She  
was q u i e t  for  a l o n g  m o m e n t .  “ I can he lp  you  to t he  b a s e m e n t  i f  
you can walk .  W h e n  t he  t i m e  c o me s ,  1 11 d r a g  you  in t he  s t o r age  
r o o m . ”
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K e n n y  t r i e d  to  ra ise h is  leg.  “ 1 c a n ’t . ” T h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  
s e e m e d  to  r e s u m e  la t e r  in  t h e  day.
“ L i s t en ,  if y o u  c a n  s t a n d  lo r  a s e c o n d ,  I 11 p u s h  t h e  b e d  
c lo se  to  t h e  w i n d o w . ” T h e  h e a t  f r o m  t h a t  s id e  was  a l r e a d y  u n b e a r ­
ab le .  “ T h e n  I ca n  p u s h  y o u  o u t  to  t h e  n e i g h b o r ' s  y a r d .  T h e y ’re 
g o n e  a n d  I d o n ’t t h i n k  t h e y ’re c o m i n g  b a c k .
Tea rs  r o l l ed  d o w n  his  face.  S h e  was  c r y i n g  o n  t h e  o t h e r
s ide .
In his fever,  he  w a d e d  ac ro s s  a f l o o d e d  f loor ,  h is  p a r e n t ’s 
o l d  t r a c t  h o m e  o r  o n e  h e ’d v i s i t e d  o n  a S u n d a y  “o p e n  h o u s e , ” 
s n a k i n g  his s h o u l d e r s  t h r o u g h  a c o n s t r i c t e d  p a s sa g e ,  s o m e t i m e s  
o p e n i n g  to a p a l a t i a l  e s t a te .
T he  s o u n d  o f  r a in  f i l led  t h e  r o o m .  H i s  h e a d  a c h e d  to  ra ise 
it. T h e  p o t  was  t o o  h ea v y  to  m o v e .  H e  p u s h e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  p l a s t i c  
c u r t a i n s  o ve r  t h e  d o o r  a n d  c a m e  to  t h e  l i v in g  r o o m .  It  w as  b r i g h t ,  
b u t  n o t  as h o t  in t h e  m a i n  r o o m s .  Jay  was  o n  t h e  c o u c h ,  s q u e a l i n g  
a t  t h e  s ig h t  o f  h i m .
“Yo u’ve g o t  to  p u t  b o w ls  u n d e r  t h e  f i r e p la c e ,  Jay. T o  c a t c h  
leaks .  Jay  h e ld  h is  b l a n k e t  in f r o n t  l ike  a s t u d e n t  m a t a d o r .
" D a d ,  y o u ’re k i l l i n g  us.  Y o u ’re k i l l i n g  u s . ” N i c o l e ’s h e a d  
a p p e a r e d  f r o m  a h o l e  in t h e  f loor .  K e n n y  p l e a d e d  w i t h  h e r  to  get  
t h e  s t a in l e s s  s tee l  m i x i n g  b o w ls .
“ I t ’s n o t  r a i n i n g , ” sh e  s h o u t e d .  “ I ’m  r u n n i n g  t h e  g e n e r a t o r  
for  J a c e k ’s b a t t e r i e s .  T h e y  d o n ’t h o l d  c h a r g e ,  K e n n y .  I ’m  s o r r y . ” 
H e  d i d n ’t u n d e r s t a n d  w h y  h e r  h e a d  was  d i s e m b o d i e d .
She ra ised  h e r  a r m s  a n d  h e r d e d  h i m  b a c k  to  t h e  r o o m .  
“J a c e k  has  to  k ee p  p l a y i n g  i f  he  w a n t s  to  be  a g a m e  d e s i g n e r  s o m e ­
d ay . ”
I he b e d  c a u g h t  h i m ,  s w a l l o w i n g  his face  in p i l lo w .  It was  
so so f t  he  fell a s l eep  a t  o n c e  w i t h o u t  s t r e n g t h  to  m a k e  a c h a n n e l  
for  air,  an  i n f a n t  s m o t h e r e d  by t h e  w e i g h t  of  h is  h e a d ;  all b u t  los t ,  
save  for  t h e  i n v o l u n t a r y  f l ex in g  o f  his  b o d y .  It h a d  a wi l l  o f  its
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own.
Some t ime later,  he was brui sed on the floor.  Nicol e  had 
left a t ray and he managed  to sit against  the wall ,  sucking  the 
s t r aw— apricot it said on the can.  He never  cared for apr icot ,  he 
real ized,  as he drew it in. As the walls wavered,  con t r a c t i ons  and 
rele ases o f  muscle  made  his head move sl ight ly back and for th.  
His  jaw s lackened and his m o u t h  h u n g  open  as in autopsy,  eves 
d i l a t i ng w i t h o u t  sight .  Rh y t h mi c  t h u m p i n g  sent  sloshes o f  b lood 
to the edges of his skull ,  to an endless  hor i zon.  Apr ico t  juice and 
saliva rolled off his chin  in u n du l a t i n g  t ides e x t end i ng  for miles,  
each d rop  to the pudd l e  on the f loor as big as an El C a m i n o .
the neighborhood:
NX hen sel f -awareness came back,  Kenny  p onde r e d  tha t  it was the 
essence o f  humani ty .  Unfami l i a r  food or  d r i nk  i nduced  the nod-  
d ing  sign.  It was discovered early on;  new foods were a catalyst  
for the n o d d i n g  sign,  which  took the form o f  a seizure,  of ten fol ­
lowed by cardiac arrest .  But  you had to be infected wi th n o d d i n g  
disease first. I he I V repor t ed  r umor s  by the end.  Survival  rates 
were a guess t imate;  every t h ing  was.  He  felt d r a ined  and  beat  up,  
but  s o me t h i n g  good was happen i ng .  He  loved the n e i g h bo rh o od  
in s u m m e r t i m e  and  wan t ed  to see it. A hopeful  exc i t ement  shot  
t h r ough  him.
Leaning,  pu l l ing the do o r  aside,  he s taggered smack into a 
web,  mome n t a r i l y  held by a t r ans l ucen t  wall .  His  mi nd  spa rked—  
took the sharp edge of the pot  lid and cut  the plast ic like but ter .  
He  was also bar r i caded by the old loveseat.  Nicol e  had s tood it 
on end ,  b locking  his exit.  Jay slept  on it only  a year ago,  s i tua ted 
at the foot  o f  thei r  bed.  He spent  his first eleven years nest led 
between t h e m — a t t ac h m e n t  p a r en t i n g — unt i l  Kenny  said e nough  
already.  I hey were a warm fami ly in winter ,  shar ing  the same cov-
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ers u n t i l  J ay  f i na l l y  m i g r a t e d  d o w n  t o  t h e i r  f eet  o n  t h e  l oves ea t  
l ike a S a i n t  B e r n a r d .  K e n n y  h a d  l i t t l e  s t r e n g t h  in hi s  a r m s ,  b u t  he  
s q u e e z e d  pas t .
Hi s  s c r a t c h y  v o i ce  a n d  lyr i cs  f r o m  hi s  y o u t h  a b o u t  Flying 
l ike an  e a g l e ” d r e w  Jay  i n t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m .
“ D a d ,  y o u ’re s h o w e r i n g  w i t h o u t  t h e  g e n e r a t o r , ” he  s a i d .
“ C o l d  s h o w e r , ” he  a n s w e r e d .
F r o m  t h e  l i v i ng  r o o m ,  N i c o l e  t h o u g h t  s h e  was  h a l l u c i n a t ­
ing.  K e n n y  l a p p e d  u p  a b o wl  o f  l e n t i l s  l ike  a d o g .  H e  h a d  b a d ­
g e r e d  fay e v e r y  s t e p  of  t h e  w a y  to  o p e n  t h e m ,  hi s  f i r s t  use  o f  a c a n  
o p e n e r ,  a n d  he  exce l l ed .
T h e  ma l e s  w a n t e d  o u t .  S h e  a s k e d  if K e n n y  c o u l d  l ive for  
a w h i l e  at  t h e  n e i g h b o r ' s  n e x t - d o o r  a n d  see w h a t  Food t h e y  a b a n ­
d o n e d  a n d  b r i n g  it t o  t h e  p o r c h  u n t i l  s he  wa s  s u r e  h e  w a s n ’t c o n ­
t a g i o u s .  H e  r e s p o n d e d  by  r i p p i n g  t a p e  of f  t h e  b a c k d o o r .  F i f t e e n  
p o u n d s  l i gh t e r ,  he  t h r e a d e d  a be l t  t h r o u g h  t h e  l o o p s  in hi s  s h o r t s .  
J ay  f o l l o w e d  h i m  t o  t h e  b a c k  d e c k  h o l d i n g  a h a n d k e r c h i e f  o v e r  hi s  
nose .
T h e  p a t i o  g l a r e  was  v i c i ous .  J ay  w a t c h e d  h i m  l i m p  d o w n  
t h e  s t eps .
“ 1 d o n ’t w a n t  t o  l eave M o m ,  h e  c r i e d  o u t  a n d  K e n n y
w a v e d .
H e  w a l k e d  a r o u n d  t h e  h o u s e  u p  t h e  s l o p e  o f  t h e  d r i v e ,  t h e  
S a n t a  An a s  s t i r r i n g  t h e  air.  Fa R o d a  was  s i l e n t  as S u n d a y  m o r n ­
ing.  Fie c o u l d  w a l k  t h e  b o u l e v a r d  if h e  h a d  t h e  s t r e n g t h ,  t w o  
mi l e s  t o  t h e  P a s a d e n a  B r i d g e  a n d  ac r os s  t h e  A r r o y o  Seco .
G e r b e r ’s ga i t  c a u g h t  hi s  eye.  H e  r o u n d e d  t h e  c o r n e r  o f  
hi s  h o u s e  b o u n c i n g  l ike a g i a n t  r a b b i t  w i t h  a n  a r m f u l  o f  w h i t e  
b u c k e t s .  D i z z i n e s s  c a m e  a n d  Jay  s t a r t l e d  h i m  c l i m b i n g  t h e  d r i v e ,  
h u f f i n g  t h r o u g h  hi s  h a n d k e r c h i e f ,  a n d  t h e y  w a l k e d  s i d e  b y  s i de ,  
hi s  s o n  tal ler ,  n o t  h u n c h e d  o v e r  a g a m e .  H e  p i c t u r e d  J ay  s w i n g i n g  
a b a t  a n d  r u n n i n g  bases .
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I hey  r ea c he d  C h i c k a s a w  Dr i v e  a n d  t he  s i l ence  c o n t i n u e d .  
1 he d r o n e  o f  t raf f ic  was a bs e n t .
‘D a d ,  it s t i nks .  H e  revealed his face,  b u t  c ove red  it w h e n  
t he  full  force  o f  p u t r e f a c t i o n  hi t ,  w a l k i n g  pas t  t he  first  s t o r y  g a ­
rage o f  an a p a r t m e n t  full  of  cars.  I hey c a m e  to a c h e r r y  red,  p l a s ­
t ic Vons  car t .  A b a n d o n e d  car t s  had  a lways  i nc e n s e d  h i m.  T h e y  
were  l ike t he  w o r n  pa r t s  of  his hous e ,  d e m a n d i n g  a t t e n t i o n .
C o l o r a d o  Bou l e va r d  was  a G r a n d  C a n y o n  of vacancy.  It 
r e s e mb l e d  l i b r a ry  p h o t o s  of  Eagle  Rock  in t he  t i m e  o f  cab l e  cars.  
Hi s  t h r o a t  h u r t  a n d  he w o n d e r e d  w h y  t h e y ’d l ived to sec it, r es i s t ­
i ng t h e  n o t i o n  his f ami l y  was  bl essed.
Ta c o  Bell was  ca rved  i n t o  a space  b e t w e e n  t h e  o l d ,  c o m ­
merc ia l  t wo- s t o r i e s .  A h a n d - m a d e  sign read:  “ W e r e  open!  N o  
c h i c k e n .  S o m e t h i n g  m o v e d  b e h i n d  t he  glass.
“ D a d ,  1 w a n t  t h r e e  t acos ,  no  l e t t uc e  or  t o ma t o e s .
An o l d e r  t een  c a m e  to t he  w i n d o w .  O v e r  t he  years ,  K e n n y  
had  dea l t  w i t h  s o m n a m b u l a n t ,  m i n i m u m  wage  cash i e r s  d r a g g i n g  
o u t  w o r d s  a n d  o f f e r i ng  i nc o r r e c t  c h a n g e ,  b u t  thi s  boy  was  raving.
“ 1 o p e n e d  ye s t e r day  a n d  had  t h r e e  c u s t o m e r s .  Peop l e  to ld  
t he i r  f r i ends  a n d  t o d a y  a c a r l oad  a l m o s t  c l e a ne d  m e  ou t .
“Arc you  t h e  o n l y  e m p l o y e e ? ’
“ Yeah.  T h e  m a n a g e r  d i ed .  1 got  p l e n t y  of  beans .  T h e y ’re 
in a mix you  h e a t  wi t h  water .  1 was  t r a i n i n g  for  a s s i s t an t  m a n ­
ager  a n d  t he  o w n e r  d i ed  too ,  so thi s  i sn’t exac t ly  a r egu l a r  Bell.
I set my  o w n  pr ices .  T h e  o w n e r  was  s ick b u t  wi l l ed  m e  his s t o r e  
b e c aus e  his f ami ly  d i ed .  1 got  it on  paper .  He  p r o d u c e d  a h a n d ­
wr i t t e n  no t e .  K e n n y  felt  a s t i r r i ng  of  a d m i r a t i o n ,  gue s s i ng  by 
e t h n i c i t y  t h a t  t he  boy  was  p u b l i c - s c h o o l e d .
“ H o w  m u c h  is a beef  b u r r i t o ? ’
“ N i n e  dol l a r s ,  t he  t een  said.  “ 1 have  to get  t h i n g s  at
Vons .
“ Vons  is open?  H e  t u r n e d  to Jay, rel i eved.
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“ In  t h e  p a r k i n g  lot .  I t ’s a Ilea m a r k e t  o n  S a t u r d a y .  I h a t s  
w h y  t h e  b u r r i t o  is n i n e .  II y o u  w a n t  a s u p e r ,  i t s  t h i r t e e n .  I t s  t h e  
bes t  I can  do.  Pr i ces  are  g o i n g  c r azy  a n d  p e o p l e  a re  t r a d i n g  a l c o ­
h o l . ”
T h e  b o y  was  c h a r g i n g  t h i r t y - n i n e  d o l l a r s  for  t h r e e  s u p e r  
b e e f  b u r r i t o s ,  b u t  m o n e y  m i g h t  a l r e a d y  he  w o r t h l e s s .  H e  w a n t e d  
to say it, b u t  s o m e t h i n g  s t o p p e d  h i m .  1 he  b o y  was  clever .  H e  
c o u l d  t ak e  ca r e  o f  h i ms e l l .
Jay a t e  as t h e y  w a l k e d ,  m o a n i n g  a n d  g u l p i n g ,  b u t  K e n n y  
was  t o o  s h o c k e d .  A w o r l d  w i t h o u t  m o n e y  c o u l d  n o t  e x p e c t  m o r t ­
gage  p a y m e n t s .  Jay  l a u g h e d  o u t  a c l u m p  ol  f o o d .  I n e v e r  t a s t e d  a 
b u r r i t o  t h i s  g o o d  in m y  e n t i r e  l i fe. ’
N i c o l e  was  s i t t i n g  in t h e  f r o n t  l a wn ,  w e e p i n g  in a t e a r ­
less way.  T h e  grass  was  b a r e l y  h a n g i n g  o n  w i t h o u t  t h e  a u t o m a t i c  
s p r i n k l e r .  T h e y  we r e  a w a y  t o o  l o n g  a n d  K e n n y  k n e w  it. H e  o f ­
fe red h e r  a b u r r i t o .
“ S i n c e  w h e n  d o  t h e y  use  a l u m i n u m  f o i l ?”
“ M o m ,  t h e s e ’re g o o d .  It t a s t es  d i f f e r e n t  b e c a u s e  t h e  g u y  
h a d  to get  d i f f e r e n t  c h e e s e  t h a n  I a c o  Bell  uses .  I n g r e d i e n t s  are  
s u p p o s e d  to he d e l i v e r e d  f r o m  a c e n t r a l  w a r e h o u s e .  T h a t ’s w h y  all 
t h e  r e s t a u r a n t s  t a s t e  t h e  s a m e . ”
K e n n y  e x p l a i n e d  t h e  n e w  o w n e r s h i p  w h i l e  s he  f l u n g  o p e n  
t h e  b u r r i t o  a n d  m a s s a g e d  h o t  s a u c e  o u t  of  a p a c k e t .  “ H e  g o t  a 
l es son in f r a n c h i s e s . ” K e n n y  was  p r o u d  o f  hi s  p a r t .  By t h e  t i m e  
N i c o l e  t o o k  a b i t e ,  J ay  h a d  f i n i s h e d  a n d  a s k e d  hi s  d a d  for  t h e  rest  
of  his.  T h e  s u d d e n  i n t a k e  o f  f o o d  h a d  m a d e  K e n n y  l i g h t - h e a d e d  
a n d  he  r ead i l y  h a n d e d  it over .  H e  was  w e a k  b u t  h a p p y  to  s t a n d  in 
t he  b r e eze  w i t h  his f a m i l y  ea t i n g .
In t h e  ga r age ,  he  f o u n d  t h e  s w i n g  b l a d e  t h a t  t h e  p r e v i o u s  
o w n e r  h a d  left .  A r m s  t r e m b l i n g ,  he  m a n a g e d  to  c h o p  a f ew we e d s  
a l o n g  t h e  p a t i o  u n t i l  t h e  s i c k n e s s  h i t .  H e  s p r i n t e d  to  t h e  t o i l e t  
d o w n s t a i r s .  F r o m  t h e  f l oo r  a b o v e  we r e  c r i es  t oo  t e r r i f y i n g  to  c o n -
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nect wi th his own pain.  T h e  e n e m y  c l inched his gut  every step up  
the hack stairs.
I he house  was an oven.  Jay was sc reaming in his room and 
Nicole  shou t ed ,  her  voice coac h i ng  f rom the  b a t h r o o m .  “C o m e  in 
here and vomi t .
“Fuck v o mi t i n g , ” Jay shou ted .  T h a t  word.  It s t ung  Kenny  
in his misery.  He  locked o n t o  Ni c o l e ’s face, reflected in the toi let  
water  as the flush set t led.  “You t rus ted  a kid.  We ate d i r t y  mea t  
or let tuce.
Jay was heaving f rom his bed,  ho l d i ng  a coyote  s tance on 
all fours.  "1 hope  that  kid gets n o d d i n g  sign,  he screamed.
a trip  to the local m arket:
Kenny and Ge r be r  broke  down  the  doo r  across the st reet  and 
f ound Joe on his couch,  hands  g r i pp i ng  a Diet  Dr. Pepper  in r igor 
mort i s .  T h e r e  was no mac and  cheese in the ki t chen or  any o the r  
i t em on Jay’s shor t  list.
Saturday,  Kenny  dec ided to walk.  He wan t ed  to save gas 
and had to admi t  the  a b a n d o n e d  cart  was on his mi nd .
“Are you so old you forgot  how to work  a s imple  analog 
device? Jay said to his father,  reviewing the walkie- ta lkie  o p ­
erat ion.  1 hey h a d n ’t used t h e m since his first year at Waldorf .  It 
seemed to K e nny  a long enough  t ime  to forget ,  bu t  Jay’s wor ld 
was too c i rcumscr ibed  to forget  any t h ing .  T h e r e  was n’t any space 
taken up  wi th worry.
I he s idewalk radiated.  H e  came to the cart  and wr apped  
his hands  over the handle ,  pus h i ng  and  s lowing u n d e r  the o c ­
casional  awning .  Six h u n d r e d  dol lars  were in his pocket ,  five in 
h u n d r e d  dol l ar  bills,  but  he w o n d e r ed  if they had value.  T h e  spots  
of shade  were hard to leave. He un t i ed  his shoes and s l ipped the 
hu nd r e ds  in.
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At Taco Bell, he d e c id e d  to c o m p l a in .  K e n n y  rol led the 
cart  past the fal len s ign in the  p a rk in g  lot to the  d r iv e - th r u  w i n ­
dow  and  saw the boy lying next  to s tacked  cases o f  h y d ro g e n a t e d  
beans.  His  chest  and  head were speck led  wi th  bu l le t  holes ,  his 
lace cha lky white .
T h e  smell came.
He raced the car t  over gaps be tw een  the  p a rk in g  lot and  
bou levard  to get  away from tha t  bean  and  d e a th  smell .  He  c o u l d n ’t 
tell Jay, no t  o n  a walkie ,  and  was s u d d e n ly  p leased  they  to o k  h im  
o u t  ol  the Waldor f .  School s  were f in i shed  now.
He pushed  the car t  in the m idd le  lane by the  m e d i a n .  T h e  
bakery, I r i tch  H a rdw a re ,  and  Casa  Bianca  Pizza were closed.  T he 
d o n u t  s hop  w indow s  were des troyed .  He w a s n ’t aware o f  the  heat ,  
his life on fire.
“ Hel lo ,  J a y . ’ He  released the b u t t o n .
Al ter  several seconds ,  “Yeah. Jay was d rowsy  and  the s ig­
nal was weak on lou r  d o u b l e - A s .
“ Testing. D o  1 s o u n d  good? O v e r . ”
“ Your ba t te r ies  s uc k .”
K enny  was nosta lg ic  a b o u t  last m o n t h ,  p leasan t ly  s l id ing  
in to  a pair  ol  loose jeans.  He  heard  an en g in e  far away.
“ D ad ,  I t h o u g h t  o f  a n o t h e r  cereal.
“ I can barely hear  y o u . ”
“ I told you H o n e y  N u t  C h e e r io s  or  Frosted F lakes .” T h e  
voice c rack led .  1 w a n t  to add  Lucky  C h a r m s .  1 can  live w i th  any  
o f  those .” I he ba t te r i es  were fad ing  in the  heat .  “ D id  you  get  
tha t ,  Dad.'' 1 he words  be c am e  barks  o f  s ta t ic ,  like gam e  samples  
bu t  they o r ig in a te d  from his flesh and  b lo o d .  Jay was p r o b a b ly  
cursing .
It cam e  over the ho r izon  at u n g o d ly  speed ,  a gr i f f in  or  
d r a g o n  from C reek  m y th o l o g y — the  H u m m e r ,  largest  S U V  m ade ,  
this one  long  as a l im ous in e .
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He  a b a n d o n e d  t he  car t  a n d  c rossed  t he  b o u l ev a r d ,  l i m p ­
i ng  close to t he  ho u s e s  o n e  l awn at  a t i me .  I he vehic l e  passed 
w i t h o u t  i n c i d e n t  a n d  K e n n y  h e a d e d  t o wa r d  Hi l l  Dr i ve ,  n o r t h  o f  
C o l o r a d o ,  wh e r e  h o m e s  g r ew tall a n d  roads  w i d e n e d .  H e  c o u l d  
c i r c le  ha c k  to Vons ,  a v o i d i n g  t he  m a i n  r oad .  Bi rds  ca l l ed ,  h u t  
g r o u n d  life was  q u i e t ,  t he  b a c k y a r d  dogs  h a v i n g  d e h y d r a t e d .  A 
car  d o o r  was left  o pe n .  H a i f a  l awn a n d  h u s h e s  t oas t e d  black.  H e  
c r aved  water .  1 he  m o r e  he  c l i m b e d ,  t he  g r e e n e r  it be c a me .
R e s t i n g  a ga i n s t  a p i n e  t r u n k ,  b r e a t h i n g  it in,  he  real ized 
he  d i d n ’t have  t h e  w alkie.
P i nes  a n d  h u n d r e d - y e a r  oaks  j o i n e d  b r a n c h e s  over  t he  
s t r ee t  in a rches .  T h e  breeze  r e t u r n e d  a n d  a s l iver  o f  f r eeway  was  
vi s ible,  t he  134 to Pa s a dena ,  q u i e t  as be f o r e  t he  E u r o p e a n s  a r ­
r ived.  O n l y  waf t s  o f  p u t r i d  o d o r  wer e  r ecent .  H e  sat  d o w n  a n d  
p i c t u r e d  his f ami ly  in t he  b r o i l i n g  h o u s e  o n  La Roda .  If n e i g h b o r ­
h o o d s  were  e mp t y ,  t he  su rv i vo r s  c o u l d  live w h e r e  t hey  w a n t e d .  
T h e  r epr i eve  was  so i n t ens e ,  his eyes f i l led up.
T h e s e  we r e  his f avor i t e  h o m e s ,  a p p r a i s e d  c o u n t l e s s  t i mes  
on  wa l ks  to t he  pa rk :  t he  end l e s s  r a nc h  on  t h e  c o r n e r  lot ;  t he  t wo-  
s t o r y  S p a n i s h  w i t h  a f o u r t e e n - f o o t  p i c t u r e  w i n d o w ;  t he  m a g i s t e ­
rial s t o n e  a n d  w o o d  c r a f t s m a n .  H e  l i m p e d  u p  t he  r a n c h ’s p o r c h  
a n d  k n o c k e d  o n  t h e  e n o r m o u s  door .  I he key u n d e r  a p l a n t  led 
h i m  to a s p a c i o u s  l iv ing r o o m  N i c o l e  w o u l d  have  d i ed  for.
Breeze f r o m a s l i d i ng  glass wal l  in t he  ha c k  d r ew  h i m to 
l ight  r e f l ec t i ng  o f f  wa t e r  a n d  he  h a d  t h e  s en s a t i o n  t h a t  he  was  
h a c k  in col l ege,  h o u s e - s i t t i n g .  T h e r e  was  a t r ace  o f  c o o k i n g  odor .
O n  t he  far  s ide  o f  t he  poo l ,  a w o m a n  was  t wi s t e d  a w k ­
wa r d l y  over  a s h a d e d  recl iner .  H e r  a r m s  d a n g l e d ,  h a n d s  r es t i ng  
on  Sal t i l lo  t i le.  She  wo r e  j eans ,  a s h o r t - s l e e v e d  b l ous e  a n d  s u n ­
glasses,  a n d  d i d n ’t a p p e a r  l ong  dead .  H e  w a n t e d  to fall in t he  pool  
a n d  q u e n c h  his t h i r s t .  Af t e r  an e t e rn i t y ,  she rai sed a h a n d  a n d  
s c r a t c h e d  he r  neck.
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He crossed the threshold ,  edging to the house-s ide o f  the 
pool.  He a n n o u n ce d  himsel f  and  she bolted upr ight .
“W ha t  do you want?
“ I d id n ’t know anyone was alive— I ’m a ne ighbor.” He saw 
bags under  her eyes and long,  disheveled hair.
“Did  you walk here?
“ I was walking to Vons. There  was a sh o o t in g .” He paused 
and could hear the wind tapp ing  a ch lo r ina t ion  buoy against  the 
side o f  the pool.  “ I’ve always adm ired  your house ,” he said. “And 
your landscaping .” He shif ted his weight to his good knee.  I he 
bad one th robbed .
The w om an  swung her leet to the side and leaned for­
ward.  She appeared sluggish or possibly hung  over. He th o u g h t  
she was going to cry, her  voice pained and  smoky.  “ Have you lost 
anyone?” she said.
He nodded ,  s tar ing into the clean aquam ar ine  water  tha t  
separated them.
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C H R I S  C H A P M A N
W h e n  I he S t i ms on  L u m b e r  Co .  was s hu t t e r e d  in 2 0 0 8  a c h a p t e r  
in Bonner ,  M o n t a n a  h i s t o r y  c losed.  A few years later,  t he  site 
is be i ng  r epu r pos e d .  1 hese are p h o t o g r a p h s  of t he  t i me  i n - b e ­
tween.
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A B R A H A M  S M I T H
19
w h a t  k e p t  m e
f r o m  s h o o t i n g  m y s e l f
w h e n  i was  t en
was  g o i n g  to  t h e  r i ve r  b r i d g e
f i sh l i ke  f lags t h a t ’s all
all  i h a v e  eve r  h a d
to  say
fish l ike f lags a n d  i p r o b a b l y  s t o l i d
t h a t  f r o m  v w o o l f
s o m e t i m e s  c o m f o r t a b l e
w i t h  t h e  c u r r e n t  s o m e t i m e s  a d v a n c i n g
l ike life
I
o n  it
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m m m  l ong  t i m e  r e m e m b e r i n g
the  t u g  o f  t he  wa t e r s  a ga i ns t  my  ankles
in t he  days  be f o r e  hai r s
s o m e t h i n g  l ike t i m e  is a r i n s i ng  t h i n g
o r  s tar  a a l a ba s t e r  s t a r t  or
l ike a r iver  i a m always  just  begin
if h o w  you  a p p r o a c h  t h i n g s  is c l ean
t hen  p o k e  thi s  way  a l o n g
u p  over  t he  l ane  wh e r e
t he  c r e a k i n g  a n d  t he  fans  a n d  t he  m o r e
m o r e  bel t s  wa t c h
y o u r  f inger s  a r o u n d  t h e m  f r i end
b e h i n d  t he  b e a u t i f u l  r o c k i n g
neve r  wi l l  q u i t e  q u i t  t ip
this  gr ace  f r i end
you  d o n ’t have  to wa i t  for  w h a t  i a m t a l k i n g  a b o u t
h u g  me  o u t  a i ry  fear  m a n u r e  car t s
t h r o w i n g  t u r k e y  tail  o f  you  k n o w  w h a t
till t he  l and  s t a n d s  so green
t h e m  go l f i ng  radical s
d r e a m a n d  d r oo l
a p i l l ow so h e a t h e r  in l i nne t
you  c o u l d  w r i n g  it a n d
sa t i a t e  an b i rd i e
for  least  o n e  t wo  m o o n
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Ia n  G o l d i n g
N o t a b l e  D e a t h s  i n  M a j o r  L e a g u e  Ba s e b a l l
(1900 TO PRESENT)
"B ig  E d ’ D e la h a n ty  (b. O c tob e r  30,  1867 -  d. Ju ly  2, 1903) is 
cu r re n t l y  the o n l y  player enshr ined in the Baseball H a l l  o f  Lame 
who  died t u m b l i n g  d ow n  Niagara fa l ls .  Desp i te career h ig h l igh ts  
(the f i f t h  h ighest  b a t t ing  average in h is tory,  the o n l y  p layer to w in  
b a t t in g  t i t les in bo th  the A m e r ican  and N a t io n a l  Leagues, and 
h i t t i n g  fou r  ins ide- the -park  h om eruns  in one game),  his death 
outshines his l i fe ’s accompl i shments .  Removed f ro m  a t ra in  at 
the Canad ian border fo r  d ru n k e n ly  th rea ten in g  passengers w i t h  a 
s t ra ight  razor, he decided to cross the b r idge  to the U n i te d  States 
by foot .  Big E d ” never reached the o the r  side. Seven days later, 
his bat tered body,  miss ing c lothes and a leg, was pu l led  f ro m  the 
base o f  the majest ic water fa l l .
Ke i th  A lb e r to n  (b. N o ve m be r  20,  1982) has a Ferrar i and a ta t ­
too on his chest s tar ing " I ’ve got  m y  tongue d o w n  karmas[s ic ]  
th roa t  and he is my  brother .  A f te r  b reak ing  four teen  state h igh 
school records, he was d ra f ted  by the P i t t sbu rgh  Pirates on his 
e ighteenth b i r thday.  Though he refused to p lay u n t i l  t raded,  he 
has since bat ted above .315 every m o n th  except  tw ice  ( M a y  2005,  
July 2008).  This season he is f i f t h  in tota l  h its,  s ix th  in most  j e r ­
seys sold, and in seven days he w i l l  be dead.
M ichae l  Ri ley  “ D o c ” Powers (b. Sep tember 22,  1870 -  d. A p r i l  
26, 1909) was bo th  a catcher and a l icensed phys ic ian .  He  was 
beh ind  the plate for  the grand o pen ing  of  his team’s new sta­
d iu m .  1 he bleachers f i l led ,  the a ir  buzz ing  w i t h  exc i temen t ,  as 
an o pp o ne n t  h i t  a r o u t i ne  fou l  bal l  beh in d  the plate.  “ D o c ” Pow­
ers, u n fa m i l i a r  w i t h  the d im ens ions  of  the new f ie ld ,  gave chase 
and p r o m p t l y  co l l ided  head long  in to  the wal l .  Fa i l ing  to recover, 
“ D o c ’ stated that  a pregame cheese sandwich  had made h im  i l l ;
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however ,  this diagnosi s  was wrong.  It was,  in fact,  extensive i n t e r ­
nal injury.  He  was dead wi th i n  two w'eeks.
Lauren Albe r t on  (b. Augus t  10, 1958)  has been unab l e  to work 
s ince breaki ng  her  hip and  two ver tebras  in a bizarre ga rden i ng  
acc ident .  Her  personal  pos t - acc ident  record lor mos t  consecut ive  
days in bed is th i r ty  four.  D u r i n g  her  p r ime ,  she held three jobs 
(secretary,  newspaper  del ivery,  and house  pa inter )  whi le  Keith 
and  I were in grade school .  Both chi ldren received s t andard  e d u ­
cat ion and enjoyed a relat ively comfo r t ab l e  you th ,  but  due  to her  
busy schedule  also exper i enced a househo l d  lacking a cer t ain d e ­
gree o f  a t t en t i on  and n u r t u r i ng .  Her  inabi l i ty to provide  a weekly 
a l lowance is of t en  referenced by Kei th as proof  of her  negl igence.  
W h e n  asked by repor ter s  why he refuses to help his mother ,  Kei th 
s tat ed that  his “ i nc ome  tax pays for her  and a mi l l ion o t he r  l eech­
es every year. Wh i l e  it is t rue  that  gove r nme n t  assis tance paid 
for L a u r e ns  r ep l acement  hip,  a m b u l a n c e  t r a ns po r t a t i on ,  and the 
anes thes iologis t ,  the bill r emains  unpa i d  for three ver tebrae  s u r ­
geries,  e ight  weeks of hospi tal  stay, and extensive rehabi l i t a t i on.  
T h e r e  are hill col lectors ,  threat  of bankrup tcy ,  and a lien on her  
modes t  home ,  but  as the basebal l  season nears the Al l -Star  break,  
Lau r e ns  a t t e n t i on  is of ten on  the small  black and whi t e  te levi ­
sion beside her  bed,  eyes fixed on  the son who  has not  seen her 
in years.
Derne l l  S tenson (b. June  17, 1978 — d. N ov em b er  5, 2003)  was 
the son o f  a lumber jack ,  and  he played thi r ty-seven games  wi th 
the C i n c i n n a t i  Reds before he was b o u n d ,  shot  three t imes  in 
the chest  and head,  and run  over wi th his own vehicle.  His  ex­
gi r l f r iend,  w ho  had at t imes faked bo th  pregnanc ies  and  suicides,  
had texted him “ I swear  Dernel l  U R wor t h  a M u r d e r  charge 4 
& that  is all U R w o r t h . ” Four  m e n  were eventual ly  ar res ted and
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f o u n d  gui l t y  o f  f i r s t -degree  mu r d e r ,  k i d n a p p i n g ,  a r m e d  robbery ,  
a u t o  thef t ,  and  h i n d e r i n g  p r o s e c u t i o n .  C h a r g e s  aga i ns t  o n e  s u s ­
pect  were  d r o p p e d  u p o n  d i s c ove r i ng  t ha t  he was a g o v e r n m e n t  
i n f o r m a n t  in wi t ness  p r o t e c t i o n .
Ant i f r eeze  (col l igat ive agent )  has b e c o m e  t he  p r i m a r y  m e t h o d  in 
t he  a u t o m o t i v e  i n d u s t r y  for no t  on l y  l owe r i ng  t he  f r eez ing p o i n t  
of  water ,  b u t  also i nc r eas i ng  the  b o i l i ng  po i n t .  C h e a p  a n d  readi ly  
avai lable,  it can do  m o r e  t ha n  p r o t e c t  vehic les  f r om t he  e l e me n t s .  
As r ep o r t e d  by t he  U.S.  po i son  cente r ,  an t i f r eeze  caused  m o r e  
h u m a n  de a t h s  in 2 0 0 3  t ha n  a ny  o t h e r  c he mi ca l .  D u e  to its sweet  
t aste a n d  e me r a l d  color ,  t he  l i qu i d  is o f t e n  c o n s u m e d  by c h i l d r e n  
o u t  o f  cur ios i ty,  t h o u g h  the  m a j o r i t y  o f  a d u l t  cases i nvolve  a c ­
c id e n t  or  foul  play.  U p o n  mi x i n g  wi t h  any  s we e t e n e d ,  c o l o r e d  
beverage,  an t i f r eeze  b e c o me s  a l mos t  i mp o s s i b l e  to recognize .
L y ma n  Wesley Bos t ock ,  Jr. (b. N o v e m b e r  22 ,  1930  -  d.  S e p t e m ­
ber  23,  1 9 7 8) f i n i shed  twice  in the  t op  four  for  A m e r i c a n  League  
b a t t i n g  averages .  U p o n  a r ough  s t a r t  to t he  1978 season ,  Lyma n  
a t t e m p t e d  to r e t u r n  his Apr i l  salary,  s t a t i ng  he  h a d  n o t  e a r ne d  
it. W h e n  t he  t ea m refused,  he r ev i ewed t h o u s a n d s  o f  char i t i e s  to 
f ind t he  mo s t  de s e r v i ng  o f  t he  money .  Af t e r  a g a m e  in C h i c a g o ,  
Lyman vi si t ed a w o m a n  he t u t o r e d  as a ch i l d .  Af t e r  t he  m e e t i n g ,  
Lyman agreed to give t he  w o m a n  a n d  he r  f r i end  a r ide.  W h i l e  
t hey  were s t o p p e d  at a red l ight ,  t he  e s t r a n g e d  h u s b a n d  o f  o ne  o f  
t he  w o m e n  pu l l ed  up  bes ide  t he  car,  l eaned  o u t  t he  w i n d o w ,  a n d  
f i red a . 410  ca l iber  s h o t g u n  i n t o  t he  vehic le ,  c a t c h i n g  L y m a n  in 
t he  t empl e .  He  was ki l l ed ins tant ly .  I he m u r d e r e r  was  f o u n d  n o t  
gu i l t y  by reason of insani ty.  Seven m o n t h s  l at er  he was d e e m e d  
men t a l l y  s o u n d  a n d  released.
1 he Kansas  C i t y  hot e l  ( H i l t o n ,  c o m p l i m e n t a r y )  m a n a g e m e n t s
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request  for lower ing noise goes ignored as Kei th,  cur ren t ly  locked 
in his room wi th an Eastern European  model  and a cl ip o f  h i m ­
self  on Spor t s  C e n t e r s  top 10 plays for tha t  Tuesday, con t i nues  
his r ampage.  For fi f teen hours  the two watch the d iving-grab-  
t u rned- t r i p l e -p l ay  on repeat  whi le  c o n s u m i n g  enough  coca ine  to 
kill an average user;  however ,  it is appa r e n t  that  bo th  are profes ­
sionals and have l i t t le fear o f  an overdose.  At four  A.M.  Keith 
calls M o m,  his th roa t  weak f rom screaming,  his nose crus ted  w'ith 
dr ied blood.  H e  does not  talk a bou t  her  heal th ,  his c h i l dhood .  He 
does not  call her  mother ,  bu t  S t ephen,  and he d e m a n d s  a large 
pepperon i  pizza.  Though Lauren begs for h i m  to calm do wn  and 
talk,  he con t i nues  yel l ing,  o rde r i ng  breads t i cks  and  ranch dress­
ing. W h e n  he hangs  up,  M o m  calls me in tears,  like she does  every 
t ime,  and despi t e  the c ons t an t  assurance o f  my love, she still sobs 
because I am never  enough .
“Mar t y  Bergen (b. O c t o b e r  25,  1871 — d. J anua r y  19, 1900)  
played 344  games as a ca t cher  for the Boston Beaneaters .  Pr ior  to 
his murder - su i c idc ,  “M a r t y ’ was known  for his qui ck  t h rowi ng  
arm and o ve r whe l mi ng  paranoia .  Base runner s  feared h im and 
he feared eve ryone’s role in his suspected eventual  murder .  O n c e  
removed f rom a game for d o d g i n g  pi tches ,  ha l luc ina t i ng  the m as 
knife thrus t s ,  he refused medic ine ,  bel ieving tha t  a n o t he r  player 
had t ampered  wi th it. After  the invest igat ion,  it was conc l uded  
tha t  “Ma r ty  used an axe to kill his wife,  son,  and dau g h t e r  before 
near ly decap i t a t i ng  h imse l f  wi th a s t ra ight  razor.
The digest ive system ( h um a n  gas t ronomica l  t ract)  is responsible  
lor  the adverse effects o f  ant i f reeze c o n s u m p t i on .  Shor t ly  af ter  i n ­
gest ion,  the  vic t im will appea r  d i sor i en t a t ed  as t h o u g h  he or she 
is intoxicated.  Cha nc e s  o f  s t oma ch  pain,  nausea,  and v omi t i ng
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i nc r ea s e  as t h e  f l u i d  is b r o k e n  d o w n .  As t h e  a n t i f r e e z e  is m e t a b o ­
l ized a n d  a b s o r b e d ,  it b e g i n s  a f f e c t i n g  d i f f e r e n t  p o r t i o n s  o f  t h e  
body ,  c a u s i n g  an i nc r eas e  in h e a r t  r a t e ,  b l o o d  p r e s s u r e ,  b r e a t h i n g ,  
a n d  m u s c l e  ref lexes,  o f t e n  r e s u l t i n g  in c o n g e s t i v e  h e a r t  f a i l ure .  
W i t h i n  t w e n t y - f o u r  h o u r s  t h e  b r a i n  a n d  k i d n e y s  s t o p  w o r k i n g .  
U r i n e  is n o  l o n g e r  p r o d u c e d  a n d  t h e  v i c t i m  falls i n t o  a c o m a .  If 
t r e a t e d  i m m e d i a t e l y ,  r e c o v e r y  is pos s i b l e ,  t h o u g h  s u r v i v o r s  su f f e r  
p e r m a n e n t  i n t e r n a l  d a m a g e .  F o u r  t e a s p o o n s  ca n  kil l  a d o g ,  o n e  
o u n c e  is p o t e n t i a l l y  l e t ha l  to an  a d u l t ,  a n d  w h i l e  Ke i t h  t ravel s  
to Kansas  Ci t y ,  five o u n c e s  wil l  be  r e a d y  in his G a t o r a d e  for  his 
r e t u r n .
C h a r l e s  Sylves t e r  " C h i c k  S t ah l  (b.  J a n u a r y  10,  1 8 7 3  -  d.  M a r c h  
2 8 ,  1907)  w o n  t h e  f i rst  W o r l d  Ser i es  a n d  f o u r  p e n n a n t s  in seven  
seasons .  A l r e a d y  a s t a r  p l aye r  a n d  f l ush  w i t h  love af fa i r s  ac ros s  t h e  
c o u n t r y ,  hi s  l uck  c o n t i n u e d  w h e n  he  was  p r o m o t e d  to m a n a g e r .  
W i t h  e x p e c t a t i o n s  h i g h ,  “ ( "h i ck"  b e g a n  t h e  1 9 0 7  s e a s o n  by d r i n k ­
ing f o u r  o u n c e s  o f  c a r b o l i c  ac id .  K n o w n  for  hi s  s u n n y  d i s p o s i ­
t i on ,  t h e  s u i c i d e  was  m a d e  even  m o r e  m y s t e r i o u s  by  hi s  s u i c i d e  
no t e :  “ Boys ,  I j us t  c o u l d n ’t h e l p  it. It d r o v e  m e  to it. P e r h a p s  
“ it refers  to t h e  t e a m ’s p o o r  play,  t h e  p r e s s u r e  for  i m p r o v e m e n t ,  
o r  ( . h i c k ’s b e i n g  b l a c k m a i l e d  for  i m p r e g n a t i n g  a w o m a n  o u t  o f  
w e d l o c k .
K e i t h s  t r a i n e r  ( b r o w n  be l t  in t a e k w o n d o ,  e i g h t  yea r s  s t e r o i d  use)  
has  c r e a t e d  a spec i a l  r o u t i n e  t h a t  f ocuses  o n  t h e  abs .  W i t h  an  
u p c o m i n g  wes t  c o a s t  t r i p ,  Ke i t h  w a n t s  to l o o k  g o o d .  Real  g o o d ,  
he o r de r s .  H e  d o e s  c r u n c h e s ,  h u n d r e d s  o f  t h e m ,  for  h o u r s .  T h e  
s pa r e  key to hi s  s u b u r b a n  m a n s i o n  is to be  us ed  o n l y  for  f e e d i n g  
his pi t  bu l l s  a n d ,  t oday ,  m u r d e r .  U p o n  r e t u r n i n g  h o m e ,  Ke i t h  
d o e s  n o t  n o t i c e  a n y t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  hi s  r e f l e c t i o n  in t h e  s t a i n l e s s
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steel  ref r igerator .  He  s t r ips  d o w n  a nd  l ikes w h a t  he sees.  Hi s  pecs,  
t a t t oos ,  a nd ,  o f  course ,  his abs,  still g l i s t en i ng  wi t h  p o s t - w o r k o u t  
dew.  The a d m i r a t i o n  is paus ed  br ief ly  as he grabs  t he  G a t o r a d e ,  a 
p i c t u r e  o f  h i ms e l f  m i d - s wi n g  r u n n i n g  up  t he  side.  In e ight  gulps ,  
he f ini shes  t he  bo t t l e  a nd  r e t u r ns  to f lexing at  t he  app l i ance .  In 
t he  shower ,  he lets t he  ho t  wa t e r  splash aga ins t  his s hou l de r s ,  lets 
it f low d o wn  his f i rm b o d y  as he rests his head  aga ins t  t he  wal l .  
He  reaches  for  t he  soap b u t  fal ters,  r i p p i n g  the  vinyl  c u r t a i n  f rom 
t he  r ings  as he falls. D a m p  a nd  d i s o r i e n t e d ,  he s t u m b l e s  to the  
mi r ror ,  and  t h o u g h  he t ries to wi pe  away t he  c o n d e n s a t i o n ,  he is 
u n a b l e  to focus ,  to see himsel f .  Af t er  a few tries,  he types  t he  r ight  
n u m b e r  i n t o  his p h o n e .  T h e  pe r s on  on  the  o t h e r  end  i n f o r ms  t he  
star  a t h l e t e  t ha t  i n t ens ive  exercise of t en  causes  feel ings o f  i n t o x i ­
ca t i on  a nd  grogginess ,  a nd ,  a c c o r d i n g  to medi ca l  profess iona l s ,  
t he  bes t  s o l u t i on  is to relax and  let t he  feel ings rush  over  h i m.  
I h r o u g h  s lur r ed  wor ds ,  Ke i th  agrees,  be l i ev ing  t ha t  t h i ngs  will  be 
be t t e r  t o m o r r o w  as he lies d o w n  on  t he  cool  m a r b l e  tiles.
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La u r a  K o c h  m a n
fro m  T h e  B o n e  a n d  t h e  b o d y
I r e m e m b e r  the  s to ry
a b o u t  the  w o m a n  in the  w o o d s  in a h o u se  
w i th  ch ick e n  feet. I r e m e m b e r  the  horses  on  th e  bea ch
I t h o u g h t  I saw
horses  r u n n i n g
a h o u se  r u n n i n g  away. T h e  b ea m s  o f  m y  h o u se  ro l l ing  away in  a f lood 
o f  sa nd ,  crabs  ca r ry ing  sp l in ter s
f rom  each ro t t en  ro o m .
Each cr ab  is a key to each r o o m  each sp l in te r  a t o o t h
th a t  has fallen f r o m  m y  m o u t h  
the  g a p i n g  d o o r w a y
114
from  T h e  B o n e  a n d  t e i e  B o d y
Bone not  hone at the coronet  hand a circle o f  chalk where leg becomes hoo f
the short  soft hairs at the edge to mark the line between body and hone
the hard foot the closed foot the hidden soft center
where the ana tom y tells a ghost story
spli tt ing hoof wall the tu rn ing  drain o f  soft tissue
a horse drafts his own death
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( U D S O N  Ev a n s
M I C R O B I O M E
We have sealed rooms already contaminated by our thought, our observation. 
Setting up a lab in the midst o f  our imprint. Did you put your lace shield onr 
Which is nothing more than surface and overflow.
Did you pocket the telescope arm o f  your action, arson, sequestration?
What we found was more than ancient echo, spotted horses or
starfish symmetry. One of the things that w on t tame, one of the things that wont
translate, wont cooperate, wont draw itself because the mirror
will never be invented, because exit signs, escape hatches, exit ramps
will never be invented. We were already there at the source
of contamination. Ihe altar was the first machine. Always already irritable
for the more, the making means of, the fallen soft ceiling of spores
the size o f whims, the most auspicious antlers as candelabra, as time capture,
as whole Hash fiction. We did not set out to study cave art or hang ourselves
from the cave mouth. Ihe guts o f the question contained the bacterial answers.
One o f the things that won't be rendered innocent, innocuous, one o f  the things
that won't be renditioned. You can’t draw yourself out of the rock, the footprints
collapse into deeper footprints. We have sealed the rooms.
Ihere will be no further questions.
M E T O N Y M Y
B u r y  m e  face  d o w n  l ike  
D i o g e n e s
o r  n a k e d
l ike  t h o s e  s t o n e d
lov er s
in t h e i r  s e p a r a t e  
p i t s
t o  m a k e  
| t h e  p o i n t
a b o u t  t h e  p o v e r t y  
o f  p a r t  fo r  w h o l e
b e f o r e  w o r d s  w e r e  
f ree
s tand ing
a p a i r  o f  s c u l p t u r e s  h e e d l e s s  h e a d l e s s
j o i n e d
at  t h e  h i p s
t h e i r  i s l a n d  of  q u a r r i e s  
q u e r i e s
h o w  w e  c l a m o r  
to  lay f o u n d a t i o n s  
t h i g h - d e e p
s t r i k e  a g a i n s t  t h e  b o d y
in t h e  n a m e  
o f  a b o o k
M O L L Y  G A L L E N T I N E
) E L L ' O
S ev en  b l o c k s  a w a y  f r o m  m y  a p a r t m e n t  in N e w  York  is a s ma l l  
p a r k ,  w h i c h  is real l y  j us t  a t r i a n g l e  of  s p a c e  w i t h  a l a rge  s t a t u e  ol  
a s i t t i n g  m a n .  I l ike t o  si t  n e x t  t o  h i m .  H i s  n a m e  is I e t e r  C o o -  
per .  H e  has  a l o n g  b e a r d  w i t h  gl asses ,  w h i c h  m a k e  h i m  l o o k  b o t h  
s e r i o u s  a n d  k i n d .  I t h i n k  he  was  a g o o d  m a n  b e c a u s e  he  b u i l t  a 
l o c o m o t i v e  a n d  a s c h o o l ,  was  a g a i n s t  s l avery,  a n d  h a d  a f o n d n e s s  
for  t h e  t e l e g r a p h .  H e  was  a l so t h e  f i rst  t o  p a t e n t  i n s t a n t  g e l a t i n ,  
w h e r e  o n  t h e  b oxes  he  w r o t e ,  “ P u r i t y  a n d  H o n e s t y . ”
O n e  d a y  I f o u n d  a n o t h e r  gi r l  s i t t i n g  a l o n e  in f r o n t  o f  C o o p e r  
U n i o n ,  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  he  e s t a b l i s h e d  in 1 8 5 9 ,  w h i c h  is l o c a t e d  
n e x t  t o  t h e  p a r k  w i t h  t h e  s t a t u e .  I a s k e d  h e r  i f  s h e  was  a s t u d e n t .  
“ Yes.”
“ D o  t h e y  se rve  Jel  1 - 0  in t h e  s c h o o l  c a f e t e r i a ? ”
“ You m e a n  p r o c e s s e d  a n i m a l  b o n e s ? ’ s he  sa id .  No .
“ D o  N e w  Yorke r s  h a t e  J e l l - O ? ”
“ I ’m  f r o m  O k l a h o m a  Ci t y .  W e  h a t e  it t h e r e  t o o . ”
*  *  *
I n s t r u c t i o n s  for  m o l d e d  g e l a t i n ,  as e a t e n  by  R i c h a r d  II,  N a p o l e o n  
B o n a p a r t e ,  a n d  M a r i a  d e  M e d i c i :
S ca l d  t wo  c a l v e s ’ feet .
Lake o f f  hai r .
Sl i t  t h e m  in t wo ,  a n d  e x t r a c t  t h e  fat  f r o m  b e t w e e n  t h e
c l aws .
Boi l  t h e m ,  r e m o v e  s c u m ,  a n d  boi l  a g a i n  ( 6 - 7  h o u r s )  b e ­
fore  s t r a i n i n g .
Let  t h e  p r o d u c t  coo l .
S k i m  fat .
Boi l  a g a i n ,  a d d i n g  she l l s  a n d  w h i t e s  o f  5 eggs  ( t o  p i c k  u p  
i m p u r i t i e s ) .
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S k i m  a g a i n  a n d  s t r a i n  t h r o u g h  a je l ly b a g  ( m u s t  b e  m a d e  
in a d v a n c e ) .
A d d  f l a v o r i n g ,  s u g a r  a n d  sp i ces .
P o u r  i n t o  m o l d  a n d  p a c k  w i t h  ice.
At  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y ,  m y  h o m e  s t a t e  o f  I o w a  wa s  d e c l a r e d  
t h e  l a r ge s t  c o n s u m e r  o f J e l l - O  in t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  It u p s e t  U t a h .  
I h e y  r e t a l i a t e d .  D u r i n g  t h e  2 0 0 2  Sa l t  L a k e  C i t y  O l y m p i c s ,  U t a h  
m a d e  g r e e n  J c l l - O  a m a s c o t ,  c a l l i n g  it t h e i r  s t a t e  s n a c k .  T h e y  s o l d  
c o l l e c t a b l e  p i n s  o f  m o l d s  t h a t  o p e n e d  u p  l i ke  l o c k e t s .  A n t i q u e  
d e a l e r s  n o w  d i s c u s s  t h e  v a l u e  o f  t h i s  i t e m  as c l i m b i n g ,  d u e  t o  its 
i c o n i c  n a t u r e .
M y  f a v o r i t e  k i n d  of  J e l l - O  is c h e r r y ,  w h i c h  is a l so  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  t o p  
c h o i c e  in f l avor .  1 t h i n k  it l o o k s  s t a t e l y .
*  *  *
Las t  w e e k  I v i s i t e d  P e t e r  C o o p e r  at  t h e  G r e e n - W o o d  C e m e t e r y  in 
B r o o k l y n .  H e  is b u r i e d  a m o n g  m e n  l i ke  S a m u e l  M o r s e  a n d  L e o n ­
a r d  B e r n s t e i n ,  a n d  it t o o k  m e  a l o n g  t i m e  t o  w a l k  a l o n g  t h e  p l o t s ,  
in o r d e r  t o  p a y  r e s p e c t s  t o  e a c h  n o t a b l e  i n d i v i d u a l .  J o a q u i n  M i l l ­
er,  t h e  w r i t e r  w h o  c r e a t e d  t h e  p o e m  f o r  Pe t e r ' s  m e m o r i a l  s t o n e  
l ef t  l au r e l  l eaves  o n  t h e  g r a v e s  o f  s i m i l a r  m e n  o f  f a m e ,  w h i c h  is 
c h a r m i n g .  B u t ,  I c o u l d n ' t  f i n d  a n y  l au r e l s  in t h e  ci ty.  I h e a r  J o a ­
q u i n  wa s  d i s l i k e d  in a n y  case .  A n  I n d i a n  s h o t  h i m  t h r o u g h  t h e  
j aw w i t h  an  a r r o w ,  a n d  hi s  wi f e  f i l ed fo r  d i v o r c e ,  l e a v i n g  J o a q u i n  
for  a g r o u p  o f  c i r c u s  m e n .
I t o o k  p i c t u r e s  i n s t e a d ,  t a k i n g  d i g i t a l  f r a m e s  in all k i n d s  o f  a n ­
gles.  M y  g r a n d m o t h e r  a l wa y s  w e n t  o n  l o n g  w a l k s  in c e m e t e r i e s ,  
t a k i n g  p h o t o s  o f  g r a v e s t o n e s ,  p u t t i n g  t h e s e  i m a g e s  i n t o  b i n d e r s .
Calient me
W h e n  I was in grade school ,  she made an a lphabe t  book  lor  me 
where each let ter began with a name f rom my fami ly tree. It made 
me feel like a bead on a necklace.  She told me tha t  she could  trace 
me back to the Mayflower, and tha t  one ol my ancestors  was Mary  
Q u een  o f  Scotts.
Peter is Scott ish too.  We could be related.
*  *  *
In the 1900’s, Jel l -O became p opu la r  because o f  its travelling 
salesmen system. But these men who h u n g  up posters  and  went 
door  to door  were of ten  in danger.  Farmers shot  at them,  and  in 
one case, d id n ’t miss.
Today, we can s tudy  the effects and pa thways  o f  bullets  using 
Ballistic gelat in,  because accord ing  to specialis ts , it has the same 
consistency as h u m a n  flesh.
*  *  *
My g ra n d m o th e r  b ough t  a concealed  weapons  pe rm i t  along with 
a super s ingle six cowboy style 22 in the fall of ‘68,  so tha t  she 
could lean out  the grain truck  to shoot  at corncobs  while her hus ­
band  worked the male rows. She wou ld  load the first round  in the 
ki tchen  every m orn ing ,  while mak ing  sure her  son ate his cereal.
O n e  day, she acc iden ta l ly  shot  the d ishwasher  and  covered the 
hole with a ref r igerator  magnet .
I used to play with these magnets ,  r ear ranging  them  in to  neat 
rows or  p lo t t ing  th em  ou t  by colors while I waited for the Jel l-O 
to sit. She was the only person w ho  made  it for me,  as my parents
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said it t o o k  u p  t o o  m u c h  r o o m  in t h e i r  f r i d g e .  M y  g r a n d m o t h e r  
o n l y  k n e w  h o w  to  c o o k  t h r e e  d i s h e s :  s t ew,  co l e s l a w,  a n d  s a l m o n  
p a t t i e s .  So,  s h e  a l wa y s  h a d  s p a c e .  M y  f a v o r i t e  m a g n e t  h a d  a p i c ­
t u r e  o f  a p e c a n  t h a t  s a i d ,  “ W e  re N u t s , ” w h i c h  m y  g r a n d m o t h e r  
p i c k e d  u p  in G e o r g i a  yea r s  a g o  w h e n  h e r  h u s b a n d  t o o k  h e r  o n  a 
t r i p .  S o m e t i m e s  h e  w o u l d  o p e n  t h e  d o o r  a n d  p o k e  at  t h e  f i l m for  
m e  w h e n  1 g o t  t o o  res t l es s ,  b u t  I wa s  u s u a l l y  p a t i e n t .
*  *  *
I ’m  e a r t h l y  a n d  s e r i o u s .  M y  a s t r o l o g i c a l  m a p  a l so  says  I ' m a g o a t ,  
b e c a u s e  m y  p a r e n t s  h a d  to  s c h e d u l e  m y  b i r t h  a r o u n d  s p r i n g  a n d  
fall .  M y  g r a n d f a t h e r  i n s i s t e d  t h e r e  wa s  t o o  m u c h  f a r m i n g  t o  be  
d o n e .
M y  g r a n d f a t h e r  was  o f t e n  u n a w a r e  o f  o t h e r  p e o p l e ’s f e e l i ngs .
O n c e ,  at  a p a r t y ,  a w a i t e r  a c c i d e n t a l l y  s p i l l e d  a t r a y  o f  J e l l - O  
d o w n  m y  g r a n d m o t h e r ' s  b a c k ,  a n d  m y  g r a n d f a t h e r  l a u g h e d .  Bu t  
t h i s  d e t a i l  i sn' t  s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  m y  s t o ry ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  it u p s e t  m y  
g r a n d m o t h e r .
W h a t ' s  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  is h o w  t h e  m o r e  I g rew,  t h e  m o r e  h e  h e l d  
m y  h a n d  l ike I wa s  a c h i l d .  A n d  h o w  h e  w o u l d  tel l  m e  t h a t ,  
d u r i n g  W W I I ,  h e  s p o t t e d  a G e r m a n  Re d  C r o s s  w o m a n  r u n n i n g  
t h r o u g h  t h e  w o o d s  a n d  h a d  let  h e r  go.
T h i s ,  I w o n ’t f o r g e t .
*  *  *
S p o k e n  by  P e t e r  C o o p e r  d u r i n g  a p a r t y  in hi s  h o n o r ,  seve ra l  yea r s  
b e f o r e  hi s  d e a t h :
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I have endeavored  to rem em ber  tha t  the object  o f  life is to do 
good.
O f ten ,  I th ink  o f  his up r igh t  goal and imagine  tha t ,  he too,  mus t  
have been an excellent  grandfather .
*  *  *
I used to fix my g rand fa the r  his d r inks  when  he visi ted my p a r ­
e n t ’s house.  He liked 4 ice cubes in his scotch,  and I ’d place the 
same a m o u n t  into my own glass, fil ling it with  gingerale.  After  
which ,  my g randfa the r  would  ask me to play piano ,  sing,  or pe r ­
form taps on my bugle.  He w an ted  me to do one o f  these things 
at his funeral ,  bu t  I laughed and  said I’d be too sad, which  is t rue.
In the hospital ,  my g rand fa the r  refused Jel l-O.  T h e  l iquids  my 
father  t ried s poon ing  in to  his m o u th ,  I had to wipe o f f  his beard 
with a paper towel. For days, he never opened  his eyes, bu t  merely 
reached for my hand.  His skin was soft and  had freckles, which 
were covered up by m ake-up  d u r in g  his vis i tat ion  at the funeral 
home. Everyone said he looked nice, which was a k ind  th ing  to 
say, bu t  no t  t rue.
*  *  *
While  inside G reen-W ood Cem etery ,  I s tood  on Peter  C o o p e r ’s 
gravestone and  read J o a q u in ’s poem,  neatly inscr ibed in to  the 
rock in bold letters.  I im agined  the bones u n d e rn e a th  the rock,  
still orderly and dignif ied ,  then  p ic tu red  all the graves, peaceful  
people stacked like logs in a cabin.  It made  me feel relieved.
Give honor and love fo r  evermore
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To this great m an gone to rest; 
Peace on the d im  P lu ton ian  shore, 
Rest in the la n d  o f the blest.
1 O n c e  I left  G r e e n - W o o d ,  r o u n d i n g  t he  ga t e  t o wa r d s  t he  s o u t h ,  I 
hea rd  a f i r ec r acke r  t ha t  was  a c t ua l l y  a g u n s h o t .  I say thi s ,  becaus e  
' t he  even t  d o e s n ’t s eem real .  W i t h i n  t he  f irst  c o u p l e  o f  m o n t h s  o f  
l iving in t he  city,  I ’d w a t c h e d  a m a n  on  a b i ke  get  hi t  by a taxi  
dr iver ,  f l i p p i n g  h i gh  i n t o  t he  ai r  l ike an a c r oba t .  But  he m a g i ­
cal ly s t o o d  up,  a n d  was  okay.  I had  also w i t n e s s e d  a p e r s on  get  
his wal l e t  s t o l en .  Bu t  t he  v i c t i m was  a fast  r u n n e r ,  a n d  t he  chase  
e n d e d  wi t h  l oud  a p p l a u s e  f r om t hose  s i t t i n g  o u t s i d e  a r e s t a u r a n t .
1 ha d  t h o u g h t  t ha t ,  in ways ,  p e o p l e  l iv ing  in N e w  York C i t y  were  
u n t o u c h a b l e .
W h e n  I saw' t he  g u n ,  my  i n t u i t i o n  was  to wa l k  ba c k  to t he  c e m ­
etery,  as casua l ly  as 1 had  be e n  w a l k i n g  t o wa r d s  t he  s h o o t i n g ,  
s ince  1 was  w o r r i e d  1 w o u l d  be n o t i c e d  i f  I b r o k e  o u t  o f  my  r e g u ­
lar pace.  I t o o k  a fewr s teps .  I ’m  n o t  sure  w h a t  thi s  a c t ua l l y  l ooke d  
l ike:  m a y b e  a s low m o t i o n  c a r t o o n  t i p t oe .  O r  m a y b e  my  m e a n d e r  
gave me  a l a i d - bac k  air,  o f  o n e  w h o  ha d  seen g u n s  m a n y  t i mes  
before .  T h i s  was  n o t  a falsity.  Fo r  years ,  1 ha d  s h o t  r o u n d  af t er  
r o u n d  i n t o  p a p e r  t a rge t s  ba c k  in t he  M i d w e s t ,  u n d e r  a b r i d g e  bv 
s o m e  r a i l road  t r acks  in a n e i g h b o r i n g  t o w n ,  c o l l e c t i ng  t he  brass  
so t ha t  m y  f a t he r  c o u l d  me l t  t he  shel l s  a n d  m o l d  t h e m  aga in .  
Before  f a r mi n g ,  he had  g o n e  to a g u n s m i t h i n g  s choo l ,  w h i c h ,  he 
had  t o ld  m e  onc e ,  wer e  t wo  o f  t he  bes t  years  o f  his life.  O n e  o f  
m y  ear l ies t  m e m o r i e s  was  o f  h i m  s h o o t i n g  a r a bb i t  t ha t  was  in my
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mot he r  s garden.  My father  never had to aim twice.  He said I had 
good form too.  I t ook my t ime  to brea the  deeply before b e c o m ­
ing as still and dead as ice, and  I d i d n ’t get too f rus t rated.  I had 
to cont rol  my body  into accept ing the heavy weight  o f  t he gun,  
like a f r iendly expendi ture ,  solid and unmov i ng .  He set my rifle 
ou t  on display on a table at my high school  g r adua t i on  recept ion.  
1 he only t ime I had shot  at any t h i ng  l iving was a pheasant ,  and I 
missed,  which I t h i nk  made  my hi ther  secret ively happy.
I t u rned  a round .  15 feet in f ront  o f  me a man was lying on the 
g round .  According  to a bystander ,  he had been waiving a . 357 in 
the face o f  a p la inclothes  pol i ceman.  I wa tched  the po l i ce ma n ’s 
par tne r  who was wear ing green and d i d n ’t look qui t e  forty.  She 
covered her  face wi th her  hand ,  and walked slowly away f rom 
the scene,  whi le a girl not  yet t h i r t een t ook  a pic ture  o f  his body 
from the s idewalk,  spi l led and goofy.  And then what? N o t h i n g  
much  happened .  Police cars came,  they blocked of f  traffic,  and I 
became very hungry,  s pend i ng  the rest o f  the a f t e rnoon  n ibbl ing  
carni tas  at a t iny res t aurant  where  they played television soaps in 
a language I d i d n ’t under s t and .
1 he next  day, the New York Post descr ibed the inc ident .  T h e  p o ­
l i cewoman had pu t  a hole t h rough  his shoulder ,  and  the angle hit  
his chest ,  leaving a mor t a l  w o und .  His name  was Romero.
*  *  *
I m beg i nn ing  to learn no t h i ng  goes as expected.
*  *  *
In 1897,  Pearle B. Wai t  t ook  Peter C o o p e r ’s i ns t ant  gelat in and 
invented f lavored recipes.  Two years later, he sold the recipes to
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his ne i ghbor  O r a t o r  Francis  Wo o d w a r d  for $450 ,  who  made  target  
t rap balls,  a precur sor  to clay pigeons,  and a form of coffee subs t i ­
tute  n o b o d y  l iked,  but  d r ank  anyway.
Later,  O r a t o r ’s son FTnest b ough t  Amel ia  E a r h a r t ’s “ Fr iendship  
and bui l t  a pr ivate  a i rpor t  beh i nd  his first mans i on .  6 0 , 0 0 0  people 
came to the o p en i n g  to watch s t u n t m e n  contes t s  tha t  involved 
l anding,  ea t ing  a bowl  o f  Je l l -O,  and then  t ak ing  off, again,  into 
the sky.
Peter  C o o p e r  would  have been jealous.  He  bui l t  a f lying ma ch i ne  
that  blew up in his face.
Pearle and his wife,  May,  filed for bankruptcy .
You can see p h o t o g r ap hs  o f  all these histor ical  figures at the Jel l -O 
Muse um in I.e Roy, NY. T h e  t owns peop l e  are very p roud.
T h e y  will tell you tha t  gelat in is even used in p r epa r i ng  silver 
hal ide emuls ions ,  which is necessary in the p ro d u c t i on  o f  p h o t o ­
graph paper  - a long  wi th  n u me ro u s  o t he r  facts you 11 i mmedi a t e l y  
forget .
*  *  *
In my a pa r t me n t ,  I used blue st icky tac to hang  a small  p h o t o ­
graph o f  my g r andfa t he r  in his a rmy un i f o r m above the ki t chen 
sink.  H e ’s located next  to a pos tcard o f  Pol lock’s b lo t t ed  N u m b e r  
Seven.  Its pa i n t ed  des ign used to r emi nd  me of messy whiskers ,  but  
now makes  me t h i nk  o f  R o m a n o  and  where  he mi ght  be bur ied.
My grandfa ther ' s  bur ial  was in the winter .  It was cold and s n o w ­
ing, so every t h ing  was sped up.  In fact,  I don  t r eme mb e r  much ,
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except tha t  the man who was chosen to per fo rm  taps played a re­
co rd ing  instead,  and  my father  cried.  Afterwards,  we went to the 
church ,  where there were egg salad sandwiches  and  mush  o f  o the r  
things,  s i t t ing  ou t  on plates. It d i d n ’t taste like a n y th in g  at all.
*  *  *
Jel 1-0  is cu r ren t ly  sold in flavors:
Apricot ,  Berry Blue, Black Cherry ,  Cherry ,  C ranber ry ,  C ranbe r ry -  
Raspberry,  Grape ,  Green  Apple,  Green  Tea, Kiwi, Lem on,  Lime,  
Melon ,  M in t ,  O range ,  Peach, Pineapple ,  Raspberry,  Strawberry,  
S trawberry-Banana ,  S trawberry-Kiwi,  W ate rm elon ,  W ild  Cherry ,  
Wild  Strawber ry
Recipes from The New Joys o f J e l l -O ,  pub l i shed  in 1975 include:  
Alaska Surprise,  Cool  Cubes ,  C ream y  Blue Cheese Salad,  Dream 
Parfait ,  Fruit  Del igh t ,  Frosty M a n d a r in  Dessert ,  Jell ied G inger-  
Upper,  Kicky Cooler ,  Pink  Lady Pie, Pop Art  Parfaits,  Ring- 
A ro u n d - th e -F ru i t  Mold ,  W i n te r  Fruit  Mold ,  Florida Seacoast  
Salad, Keep Fit Luncheon  Plat ter ,  Sequin  Salad
*  *  *
W h en  I got  back to New York, I cleared o u t  the c on ten ts  o f  my 
refr igerator ,  shov ing i tems into two big garbage  bags, which  I left 
in the co rner  o f  my room.  I then walked to the nearest  bodega ,  
ga ther ing  celery, cream cheese,  walnuts ,  grapes,  and  Bart let t  pears 
in heavy syrup for my p lanned  feast.
My fr iend came over to help me; she t h o u g h t  it so u n d ed  like fun 
and giggled at the voyeurism.  I t h o u g h t  she made it seem normal .
It took  all day for the Jel 1-0  to set up, and  we split  a bo t t le  o f  
cham pagne  be tween the two o f  us to pass the hours ,  bu t  we made
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an Hasy Fru i t  I a r t  in a p r e - b a k e d  p i ec r u s t  w i t h  r a s p b e r r y  J e l l - O  
glaze,  a Jel l i ed W a l d o r f  Salad,  s p i ke d  wi t h  a l i t t l e  l e m o n  juice ,  a 
l ayered U n d e r  t he  Sea Salad,  a M e l o n  Bu b b l e  wi t h  Spr i t e ,  a n d  last 
bu t  no t  least ,  six c h e r r y  J e l l - O  c u p c a k e s ,  w i t h  w h i p p e d  c r e a m.
We cal l ed f r i ends  a n d  left  i n v i t a t i o n s  for  a ‘t a s t i ng  on  t he i r  
vo i cemai l  i nboxes ,  wh i l e  l i s t en i ng  to Wi l l i e  Ne l s o n  s ing  “T h e  
R a i n b o w  C o n n e c t i o n .
We t h o u g h t  it w o u l d  he a par ty,  h u t  were  d i s a p p o i n t e d  w h e n  
n o b o d y  ca me .
W h e n  Peter  C o o p e r  d i ed  in 1883  at  age 92 ,  3 5 0 0  C o o p e r  U n i o n  
s t u d e n t s  m a r c h e d  a l o n g s i d e  his body,  c a s t i ng  f lowers  u p o n  t he  
w o o d  o f  his cof f in  as he  was  c a r r i ed  t o wa r d s  G r e e n - W o o d  C e m ­
etery.  Bus inesses  b e y o n d  t he  F^ast River  were  c losed  a n d  d r a p e d  in 
black.  1 he flags on  all p u b l i c  b u i l d i n g s ,  a n d  on  t he  sh ips  in t he  
ha r bo r ,  were  h u n g  at h a l f - ma s t ,  a n d  t he  bel ls  o f  every  c h u r c h  were  
to l l ed .  Such  s ha r e d  m o u r n i n g  had  n o t  been  d i sp l a ye d  s ince  t he  
funera l  p r oce s s i on  o f  G e o r g e  W a s h i n g t o n  in 1799.
And  t he  c h u r c h  asked ,  “W h a t  c o m e s  n e x t ? ’
And  t he  s t u d e n t s  a sked ,  “ W h a t  c o m e s  next?
And  t he  f ac t o r y  wo r k e r s  a sked ,  “ W h a t  c o m e s  n e x t ? ’
And  t he  c i ty asked ,  “W h a t  c o m e s  ne x t ? ’
And  t he  n a t i o n  asked ,  “ W h a t  c o m e s  next?
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It got  late.  My  f r i end  ha d  to w o r k  t he  next  m o r n i n g  a n d  waved  
g o o d b y e ,  t ak i n g  a T u p p e r w a r e  o f  ge l a t i n  to sha re  w i t h  he r  b o y ­
f r i end.
I was  sad to see her  go.
I l ooked  at  t he  p i c t u r e  o f  my  g r an d f a t h e r ,  a n d  w o n d e r e d  i f  he was 
t he  reason I had  a t ab l e  ful l  o f  J e l l - O ,  n o t i c i n g  t he  s imi l a r i t i e s  o f  
o u r  m o u t h s ,  full  a n d  qu i e t .  H e  l oo k e d  l ike a p e r s on  I m i g h t  mee t  
on  t he  s t reet ,  y o u n g  a n d  h a n d s o m e  wi t h  his t ie t u c k e d  i n t o  his 
shi r t .  Ne ve r  o v e r w h e l m e d .
T h e r e  was a pi le o f  d i shes  in t he  s ink,  t he  ga r ba ge  in t he  c o r n e r  
had  b e g u n  to smel l ,  a n d  I c o u l d  hea r  t he  t o i l e t  d r i p p i n g  in the  
s i l ence.
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a l l y  H a r r i s
i It  W i ll  Ra i n
I he cat b i t i n g  m y  leg w i t h  m y  swings and hashes un la tches  his 
[ fangs i t ’s l ike how  many  uses fo r  a wa l l  anyway? But  Blackie 
l ikes i t ,  B lackie  does. We clean o u t  the cupboards  they hate it 
I be ing  e m p ty  when f i l led  s the o n l y  t h i n g  they ever knew. O n  the 
j coun te r :  p i l ls  and p i l ls .  Some are b ig  f u c k in g  b ig and the label 
tel ls me e v e ry th in g  possible is na tu ra l  so g lug  i t  on d o w n  and 
[ get b ig too.
| A t  d in n e r  we sit at the table.  A t  d i n n e r  the holes in m y  c a l f  are 
' b u r n in g .  A breath begs o u t ,  I do no t  l is ten.  I shut  m y  eyes c o u n t  
; backwards in si lence,  I t h i n k ,  fo r  n o th in g .  T h e  faces at the table 
come o f f  l ike  p u t t y  and f lo p  in to  the e lders ’ d r inks .  A scowl ish 
l isp of s o m e th in g  ordered t ransm ogr i f ies  m y  A u n t i e ’s d r i n k  but  
do I s t i l l  l is ten if her  o n l y  ever ask was done in t ra ns fo rm a t ion?
Blackie  chews the y a r d s tu f f  as n ig h t  comes d ragg in g  its legless 
I sl i t  across the p a r lo r  rug.  A l l  the shoes I ve ever w o rn  w r i t h e  
in the yard where  they  were th r o w n .  A funera l  o f  m a themat ics  
st ings the air. I he i r  laces and eyelets and lea ther  tongues coi l  
[ and th r o b  l ike  e a r th w o rm s  in a cataracted pudd le ,  pay ing  no 
m in d  to the p re t t y  p ig le t  corkscrews b us t in g  f ro m  the w h i te -  
I f lecked d i r t .
But  fuck  the f lowers.  I t ’s l i ke  Blackie  doesn t feel a t h ing .  T o ­
m o r r o w  the elders w i l l  wake and sp r in k le  the lawn w i t h  m y  
stuf f ,  the o n l y  three s tu f f  I vc got .  It  w i l l  ra in. 1 need s o m e th in g  
l ike a synthesis,  I say, to get smaller ,  t iny,  so no one can t h i n k  
; or  expect  a n y th in g  o f  me. Look ,  says the cat w i t h  a look ,  w ha t  
p ros the t ic  mode? W h a t  t u r b u le n t  bone w o u ld  help? T h e  cande­
labra qu ivers l ike  nerves upo n  the tab lec lo th .  T h e  water  wai ts  
l ike a spider ,  ready to d ro p  on every head at once.
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Ra l p h  H a m i l t o n
T h e  m o t h e r , Br o k e n
A SEM 1-CENTO FROM CHARLES OLSON &  JOHN BERRYMAN
1.
I have had to learn the s implest  th ings  last
First  you break
M a in  Street is deserted
T h e  heart  is a c lock
G r i e f  is fa t ig u in g
2 .
I am a vain man 
I ve never been good at math  
or  g lu in g  b its back toge ther 
I d o n ’t k n o w  one d am n b u t t e r f l y  f ro m  ano the r  
I t  s h o u ld n ’t be hard to bel ieve damage is f inal  
I have st ra ined e ve ry th in g  except  my  ears
3 .
W h e n  m y  m o th e r  b roke  I t r ied  (b u t  no t  too  hard)
I am tw o  eyes a pel ican o f  lies 
T h e  heart  is a c loak 
Love me love me love me 
T h e  o n l y  way I ’ l l  ever be who le ,  m i l k y  
and sm oo th  l ike  seaglass 
C l i n g  to me and I p romise  y o u ’ ll d ro w n
4 .
Is be ing g ro u n d  in to  more  and more  parts,  f ine 
and sharp as s i f ted sand, dem oc ra t ic  
as dust ,  real ly the end 
H o w  small  is th is  news 
I ’m o n ly  a glass, says the glass: Somet imes  
I ho ld  the sea, somet imes the sun,  
bu t  never more than th is  dark  w ine  
- Break me
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Sa l l y  w e n  M a o  
H u r l i n g  a  D u r i a n
Ihis is the  fantasy fruit:  it can awaken 
desires lodged deep inside a person
bu t  s tuck,  like an a lm o n d  c logging 
the  w indp ipe .  Ih e  smell o f  a du r i an
may erase a ch i ld ’s im m e d ia te  memories .
So I am  addic ted ,  o f  course.  N o t  to ea t ing
b u t  to sniffing it like glue, my  fingers p ro b ing  
its dry, spiked surface unt il  they bleed
and 1 eat. But  the  feast d i sappoin ts  
me because its taste replaces the  corpse
scent  wi th  s o m e th in g  sweet an d  eggy, 
a benign tang I Hush do w n  wi th  wasabi.
For there is n o th i n g  m u ch  a kid like me 
can do except awaken to loss and wish
for a seven-piece sui t  o f  armor .  Ihe  desire 
always returns : du r i an  as a weap on  o f  t ru th .
Even if I d o n ’t know  how to pull a t rigger 
or  whe t  a knife,  i t ’s t e m p t in g  to imag ine
th ro w in g  a dang ero us  fruit  at the  head 
o f  the  person w h o  has failed you, h u r t  you,
and  for all these years, tried to break 
you. But this desire is lodged deep
for a reason: the pull of forgiveness 
like a hopeless gravity, and always, I try
to resist. So 1 do  by taking a spoonful  
to my lips, savoring the smear, the din
of my cleaver hacking the husk,  the juice, 
the sweat r ipping open the rind.
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M o t h e r  begs us n o t  to eat  t he  f lowers .
We  s c r ape  t he  po t s  for  b l ubbe r .  Hat 
scalds  o u r  d r ea m s ,  broi l s  o u r  sweat .
Soft ly,  azaleas  kill  o u r  hunge r .
Because  we  bel i eve in p i n k  spadix ,  
t he  f r a g r anc e  po l l i na t e s  o u r  t ongue s .
Before  t h e  f a r mer s  b u l l d o z e  t h e m ,  
we s mu g g l e  f i s t fuls  i n t o  o u r  kna ps ac ks .
N o w  we are sick b u t  on l y  as sick
as t he  r iver  t ha t  fed us g o l d e n  t adpo l e s .  
T h e  r iver  is a g u t t e d  d i o r a m a :  t he  d i re  
wol f ,  a w a k e n i n g ,  spi t s  o u t  t ee t h  a n d  fur.
*  *  *
In o u r  r e t c h i ng ,  we  s u m m o n  t he  aph i d s .
We  e n t e r  t he  m a l n u t r i t i v e  n i gh t .
St ag  bee t l es  a n d  h o r n t a i l s
s wa r m t he  wax leaves,  ca l m
t he  p o i s ons  in o u r  t o o - h o t  
c o t t o n  m o u t h s .
In o u r  fevers,  we s u m m o n  s u m m e r .
Weevi l s  s wi m t he  l eng t h  o f  lake.  l o a d s  
tease us wi t h  t he i r  fat  s l ime.
N o  wa t e r  m a k e s  us bel i eve we  have  gills.
Hrogs h a t c h  f r om fuzz.  We  p i ty  t he i r  b i r t h .
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I t’s the eleventh season ot  hunger.  D ing  dong, 
bel ts the frog in the muck.  D ing  dong, 
sings the salamander.
Fetal and  feral, we curl 
in ou r  beds.
Fetal and feral, we d r ink  
in the dusk,
hands  d a m p  with loam. O ld  cures 
for sadness
d o n ’t work an y m o re —
ailing,  we lean against  the window, 
m o t h e r ’s a i lan thus ,
& mother ,  pan icked ,  
wilt  on the sill. We grow red welts.
We ask her  w ill we grow red whiskers.
We ask her w ill we grow red feathers.
She covers our  m ou ths ,  
b rea thes hush hush. H ow  will we fall asleep 
now that  the skink has grown a new tail?
W e’ve eaten toad,  weevil,  roe. W e’d eat a housep lan t  
or your pet.  W e’ve kissed poison flowers and  re tched  
it all bu t  we re hun g ry  still. In the forest we p a n t o m im e
guns with  our  hands .  Bang, bang : le t’s kill the deer,  drag 
it by its hooves to the fire pit .  G a th e r  its juices, grease
the grasses. O ,  h unge r  s tr ikes— our  teeth ,  ou r  laughter .  
We eat & eat & eat: it is ou r  rebell ion and  ou r  disaster.
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E B  V a n d i v e r
L i m n
I h e y  w e a r  t h e  s a m e  s i ze— t h i s  h a d  c o m e  u p  in t h e  i n t e r v i e w ,  w h e n  
C a r l y  was  s h i v e r i n g  in t h e  a i r  c o n d i t i o n i n g  a n d  Al exi s ,  w i t h o u t  
a w o r d ,  p i c k e d  u p  a c a r d i g a n  f r o m  a c h a i r  a n d  p u t  it a r o u n d  h e r  
s h o u l d e r s .  L i ke  a m o t h e r .  C a r l y  k n e w  t h e n  s h e  h a d  t h e  j ob .  T w o  
w e e k s  l a t e r  C a r l y  wa s  s h e p h e r d i n g  T a t u m  a n d  J a c k  in t h e  R a n g e  
R o v e r  t o  t h e i r  E p i s c o p a l  d a y  s c h o o l  in M a n h a t t a n  a n d  p l a n n i n g  
t h e  f a m i l y  v a c a t i o n  t o  V i r g i n  G o r d a .  B r a d ,  t h e  h u s b a n d ,  wa s  r e ­
l i eved;  h e  sa i d  s h e  h a d  s aved  t h e i r  l ives.
vShe w a s n ’t in t h e  h o u s e  l o n g  b e f o r e  s h e  u n d e r s t o o d  a b o u t  
t h e  w e e k l y  s e s s i o n s  w i t h  t h e  m a r r i a g e  c o u n s e l o r :  e v e r y  W e d n e s ­
d a y  Br a d  h o m e  e a r l y  f r o m  hi s  l aw f i r m  in t h e  c i t y  so h e  a n d  
Al exi s  c o u l d  d r i v e  o f f  t o g e t h e r  at  3 : 0 0  a n d  r e t u r n  a t  4 : 3 0 ,  Al ex i s  
red  f aced  a n d  p u f f y  in t h e  eyes ,  B r a d  g o i n g  o f f  t o  p o u r  a S c o t c h ,  
s l a m m i n g  t h e  s t u d y  d o o r s .  D i v o r c e  w r i t t e n  all over .
C a r l y  w a n t e d  t h e  k i ds  t o  c o m e  t h r o u g h  it i n t a c t .  S h e  t r i e d  
t o  m o t i v a t e .  S h e  c a l l e d  h e r  m o m .  Y o u ’ve g o t  t o  b o n d ,  h e r  m o m  
sa i d .  W h a t  d o  y o u  m e a n ,  C a r l y  a s k e d .  H e r  m o m  s a i d ,  D o  t h i n g s  
t o g e t h e r .  You u s e d  t o  b a b y s i t  y o u r  n e p h e w .  You k n o w  a b o u t  t h i s .
H e  wa s  six m o n t h s  o l d ,  C a r l y  sa i d .  H e  s l e p t  a n d  h e  p o o p e d .  I h e l d  
h i m  s o m e t i m e s .
S h e  was  h a l f w a y  t h r o u g h  t h e  m a k e - y o u r - o w n - s o c k - p u p p e t  h o w ­
t o  f r o m  Al e x i s ’ Child m a g a z i n e  w h e n  s h e  n o t i c e d  T a t u m  a n d  J a c k  
w'ere n o  l o n g e r  at  t h e  k i t c h e n  t a b l e .  I h e y  w e r e  h u d d l i n g  in t h e  
c o r n e r .  “ W h a t ’s w r o n g  w i t h  y o u  guy s ? '  “ You re s c a r i n g  u s . ’ T h i s  
w a s  f r o m  l a t u m ,  w h o  h a d  o n c e  t r i e d  t o  m i c r o w a v e  h e r  h a m s t e r .  
“ C a n  w e  w a t c h  T V ? ” “G e t  o v e r  h e r e , ’’ C a r l y  sa i d .  “A n d  let ' s  d o  
c r a f t s .  I h e n  Al exi s  e m e r g e d  f r o m  h e r  a r t i s t ' s  s t u d i o ,  a b r i g h t  
w h i t e  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  h a d  o n c e  b e e n  a c a r r i a g e  h o u s e ,  a n d  s t r o d e  
a c r o s s  t h e  l a w n  t o w a r d  t h e m  in h e r  c a n v a s  s m o c k .  C a r l y  s c r a p p e d  
t h e  w h o l e  i d ea  a n d  t h r u s t  a b a g  o f  c h o c o l a t e  c h i p s  i n t o  T a t u m ’s 
w a i t i n g  h a n d s .  “ C h e e r  u p , ” C a r l y  sa i d .
Brad c ome s  h o m e  later  a n d  later  each n i gh t .  Alexis f o r ms  a b o o k  
c lub.  At  me e t i ngs  she serves l inger  s a n d wi c h e s  a n d  coffee,  a n d  b e ­
cause  t he  ma i d  has w e e k e n d s  off,  Ca r l y  has to c o m e  up  f rom her  
s u b t e r r a n e a n  l iving q u a r t e r s  at  d a wn  to get  s t a r t e d  on  the  p rep  
a n d  s c r ub  o u t  t he  b u r r  gr inder .
“ We  need a ca t e re r , ” Alexis r ema r ks  af t er  six m o n t h s  o f  
this.  Ca r l y  is l a b o r i ng  over  a c h i c ke n  c u r r y  s an d wi c h .  “ Real ly,” 
Alexis says.  “ N o t  t ha t  y o u ’re n o t  b r i l l i a n t . ”
“ I d o n ’t m i n d . ” C a r l y  waves her  ha n d .
“ I just  never  k n o w  h o w m a n y  are go i ng  to t u r n  u p  f rom 
o n e  m o n t h  to t he  next .  I c ou l d  never  poss ib ly  give a ca te re r  a 
head  c o u n t .  Ha l f  o f  t he  m e m b e r s  cancel  at  t he  last  m i n u t e  for 
s o me  r a n d o m  r ea s on . ”
“ W h y  do  you  always  e n d  up  h o s t i n g ? ” Ca r l y  asks.
“ I ’m a pu s h o v e r , ” Alexis says,  a n d  she smi les .
T h e  g r o u p  reads,  a lways,  a m e m o i r  or  se l f -help  on  t he  t o p ­
ic o f  m o t h e r h o o d  or  anx i e t y  or  i nv i g o r a t i n g  t he  mar r i age .  In the  
b o o k  j acket  a u t h o r  p h o t o s  are w o m e n  w h o  l ook  l ike t hey  c ou l d  be 
p e r c h e d  t her e  on  t he  o t t o m a n  next  to Alexis best  f r i end ,  S t e p h a ­
nie E m m o n s ,  d r o p p i n g  f i f ty- cent  wo r d s  wi t h  t ha t  s a me  k i nd  of 
ea rnes tnes s .  The key t e r m in all o f  t hese  d i scuss ions ,  o n c e  t hey  
t u r n  f rom the  ac tua l  bo o k ,  is ba lance:  h o w to a t t a i n  it, h o w to 
m a i n t a i n  it, h o w to d e f e n d  it. “ Real ly,” S t e p h a n i e  says.  “ We  owe 
it to ourselves .  We  are t he  C E O s  of  t he  h o u s e h o l d .  N o  o n e  q u e s ­
t ions  J o s h ’s r ight  to go l f  on  a S a t u r d a y  a f t e r n o o n .  W h y  s ho u l d  
a n y o n e  q u e s t i on  my  t r ip  to t he  c i ty to hi t  B a r n e y ’s?”
Alexis is q u i e t e r  t ha n  t he  rest ,  m o r e  sol i c i t ous .  She  helps  
Ca r l y  b r i ng  o u t  t he  s a n d wi c h e s  a n d  t he  n a p k i n s .  “Aly,” S t e p h a n i e  
says.  “Sit  d o w n .  Relax.  T h i s  is exact ly  t he  p r o b l e m . ”
Af ter  t he  m e e t i n g  S t e p h a n i e  c o r ne r s  Ca r l y  a nd  makes  
smal l  talk.  “ You know,  a n y t i m e  you  w a n t  to h a n g  o u t  wi t h  us in 
t here  y o u ’re we l c o me  to.  N o  o n e  c ons i de r s  you  t he  help.  We re no t
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f e uda l  l ords .  Pe r i od i ca l l y ,  t h e  t o p i c  is a m b i t i o n .  “ You re s m a r t ,  
Car l y .  H o w  m u c h  l o n g e r  arc  y o u  p l a n n i n g  t o  c h a n g e  d i a p e r s  a n d  
r u n  c a r p o o l s ? ’ S t e p h a n i e  p r o d u c e s  a key,  wi e l d s  it l ike a Hag.  
“ II y o u  eve r  n e e d  a p l ace  t o  he  a l o n e ,  we  h ave  a g u e s t h o u s e ;  i t ’s 
h a r d l y  eve r  used.
C a r l y  t r i es  t o  s mi l e .  “ T h a n k s , ’ s he  says.  S h e  h o p e s  she  
s o u n d s  l ike S t e p h a n i e .  Bo r e d .  D i s mi s s i v e .
O f  t h e  r o t a t i n g  f i f t een  w h o  t u r n  u p  for  t h e  m e e t i n g s ,  o n l y  
Alexi s  has  w h a t  c a n  he  c o n s t r u e d  as a p r o f e s s i o n ,  b u t  s he  n ev e r  
t a lks  a b o u t  it. C a r l y  is w i l l i n g  to  b e t  n o t  o n e  of  t h e  o t h e r s ,  n o t  
even  S t e p h a n i e ,  h a v e  b e e n  in t h e  s t u d i o ,  m u c h  less k n o w  a b o u t  
Alexi s  f e l l o ws h i p s  a n d  M. F . A .  Car l y ,  w h o  is in t h e  h a b i t  o f  v i s i t ­
i ng  t h e  s t u d i o  w h e n  t h e  f a mi l y  is o u t ,  t o o k  J a c k  o n c e  w h i l e  Alexi s  
a n d  l a t u m  w e r e  at  a p l a y d a t e  for  t h e  a f t e r n o o n .  W h e n  she  s l i p p e d  
t he  key in t h e  d e a d b o l t  a n d  t u r n e d  s h e d  t a k e n  his  s ma l l  h a n d  to 
h e l p  h i m  w i t h  t h e  h i g h  s t e p  up .  H e  h a d  b e e n  l a t e  t o  wa l k ,  n ea r l y  
e i g h t e e n  m o n t h s ,  a n d  even  a f t e r  all t h e  phy s i ca l  t h e r a p y ,  w o r e  
s h o e  i n s e r t s  a n d  c o u l d n ’t m a n a g e  s t a i r s ,  b u t  in Alexi s  s t u d i o  he 
h a d  n e a r l y  r u n  f r o m  m i r r o r  t o  m i r r o r ,  p r e s s i n g  hi s  n o s e  to t h e  
glass,  l e a v i n g  i m p r i n t s  in t h e  s h a p e  o f  a s n o u t .  D o n ' t ,  C a r l y  said 
s ha r p l y ,  s h e ’ll k n o w  y o u ’ve b e e n  he r e .  l i ny  h a n d p r i n t s  s m u d g e d  
t h e  glass.  Mi r r o r s !  he  sa id ,  a n d  t h e n  m o m m y  a n d  p o i n t e d ,  a n d  
C.arly s aw t h e  s h a p e  o f  a w o m a n  s k e t c h e d  o u t  in a c o r n e r  o f  a 
h u g e  s t r e t c h  of  c a n v a s .  I he  w o m a n ' s  face was  b e n t  a wa y  b u t  she  
w o r e  h e r  ha i r  t i ed  l ow w i t h  a scarf ,  l i ke  Alexi s .  O v e r  t h e  nex t  f ew 
we eks ,  w h e n  C a r l y  r e t u r n e d ,  t h e  a b s t r a c t s  g r a d u a l l y  d i s a p p e a r e d ,  
r e p l a c e d  by  s t u d i e s .  S h a p e s — n o t  h u m a n  exact ly ,  b u t  t h e  b e g i n ­
n i n g s  of faces ,  a n d  l i m b s — a n d  t h e  c o l o r s  d a r k e n i n g  to  s o m e t h i n g  
m u r k i e r ,  l i ke t h e  c o l o r  of  t h e  p o n d  n e a r  t h e  e d g e  of  t h e  p r o p e r t y  
w h e n  t h e  w a t e r  was  f i l l ed w i t h  leaves .  It was  c o l o r  t h a t  was  t h e  
b e g i n n i n g  of  decay.  “ This  is w h a t  s h e  d o e s , ’ C a r l y  sa id  t o  Jack.  
“ W h e n  I c o m e  t o  get  y o u  u p  f r o m  y o u r  n a p  a n d  y o u  ask f o r  h e r
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i n s t e a d  a n d  y o u  cry,  I w a n t  y o u  to  r e m e m b e r  n e x t  t i m e ,  i n s t e a d  of 
c r y i n g — a ll Qf  t h e s e  p a i n t i n g s  a n d  h e r  p a i n t i n g  t h e m . ” H e  l o o k e d  
at  h e r  s o l e m n l y .  "All r i gh t?  sh e  sa id ,  a n d  he  sa id  yes.
S a t u r d a y  n i g h t s  in t h e  s u m m e r ,  w h e n  h e r  f r i e n d s  are  h o m e  f r o m  
co l l eg e ,  she  d o e s  t h e  r o u n d  o f  p a r t i e s  a t  t h e  lake ,  a n d  it is j u s t  
l ike  s e n i o r  year.  O n e  n i g h t  sh e  e n d s  u p  o n  t h e  d o c k  w i t h  A e r in  
a n d  C h e l s e a  a n d  a b o y  s h e ’s n e v e r  seen  b e f o r e .  T h e  h o u s e  p u l s a t e s  
w i t h  m u s i c ,  s c r e a m i n g ,  l a u g h t e r .  B e n e a t h  t h e m  t h e  lake  m u r m -  
ers a t  t h e  p i l in g s .  C a r l y  lays d o w n  o n  h e r  b a c k  a n d  p u t s  h e r  fee t  
in t h e  w a te r ,  a n d  A e r i n  says , “ S h i t t y  m u c h ? ” S h e  a n d  C h e l s e a  
l a u g h .  “T h i s  is w h a t  y o u  feel l i k e , ” C a r l y  says,  “a f t e r  w o r k i n g  
e i g h t  h o u r s . ” As s o o n  as sh e  says it sh e  r e g re t s  it.  T h e  o t h e r  t h r e e  
ar e  s i l e n t .  “ I h a d  an  i n t e r n s h i p  t h i s  fa l l , ” C h e l s e a  says . “ F u c k i n g  
g r u e l i n g .  A c c o u n t i n g .  I f  it w a s n ’t m y  u n c l e ’s f i r m  I w o u l d  have  
q u i t  t h e  f i rs t  d a y . ” “You h av e  n o  idea  w h a t  y o u  s o u n d  l i k e , ” A e r in  
says.  “A n d  by  t h e  way,  I ha v e  w o r k e d  e i g h t  h o u r s .  In a row.  I he  
b o y  is l i g h t l y  r u b b i n g  A e r i n ’s s h o u l d e r s ,  w o r k i n g  o u t w a r d  in th e  
s h a p e  o f  w i n g s .  H e r  h e a d  d r o p s  f o r w a r d ,  l o l l i n g  s l ight ly .  “A m a z ­
i n g . ”
C h e l s e a  l o o k s  d o w n  a t  C a r ly .  “ W h a t  k i n d  o f  w o r k  a re  y o u  
d o i n g  a n y w a y ? ” sh e  asks .
“ P h o n e  sex ,” C a r l y  says.
P e o p le  are  e m e r g i n g  f r o m  t h e  h o u s e ,  s c a t t e r i n g  o v e r  th e  
l a w n ,  a n d  as t h e  f i rs t  few re ach  t h e  w a t e r ’s e d g e ,  A e r i n  a n d  C h e l ­
sea s t a n d ,  s t r i p  d o w n  to  t h e i r  b i k i n i s ,  a n d  d iv e  t o g e t h e r  off  t h e  
e d g e  o f  t h e  d o c k .
“ G o  i n , ” C a r l y  tel l s t h e  hoy.
“ I d o n ’t k n o w  h o w  to  s w i m , ” he  says . H e  lo o k s  at  t h e  b o d ­
ies, s i lve ry  as d o l p h i n s  in t h e  m o o n l i g h t ,  p l u n g i n g  a r o u n d  t h e m .  
H e  l o o k s  a t  her .  “ I ’m  R a d a m e s , ” he  says.  “ W h o  ar e  you ? ’
"Are y o u  A e r i n ’s b o y f r i e n d ? ” sh e  says.
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“ S o m e t h i n g  l i ke  t h a t .
“ I ' m  C a r l y ,  s he  says .  “ L e t ’s g o  i n s i d e . ’
I he  h o u s e  is q u i e t  a n d  d i m ,  s t r e w n  w i t h  t r a s h ,  a b a n d o n e d  s h o e s .  
S h e  t a k e s  R a d a m e s ’ h a n d .  In t h e  l i g h t  f r o m  t h e  g r e a t  r o o m  s he  
sees t h a t  h e  has  t h e  face  o f  a B o t t i c e l l i .  B e a u t i f u l ,  pas s i ve ,  b e n i g n .
T h e y  h e a d  d o w n  t h e  h a l l w a y  f r o m  t h e  k i t c h e n .  S h e  o p e n s  
d o o r s  as s h e  goes ,  b u t  all t h e  b e d r o o m s  a r e  o c c u p i e d .  R a d a m e s ’ 
p r e s e n c e  b e h i n d  her ,  d o c i l e  a n d  q u i e t ,  r e m i n d s  h e r  o f  J a c k ,  a n d  
as t h e y  b e g i n  u p  t h e  s t a i r s  t o  t r y  t h e  s e c o n d  f l oor ,  s h e  feel s  h e r  
e n e r g y  Hag.  Say  s o m e t h i n g ,  s h e  w a n t s  t o  say t o  h i m .  N o t h i n g  is 
r i g h t .
T h e y  e n d  u p  in t h e  t r o p h y  r o o m .  T h r e e  wa l l s  o f  a n t l e r s  
a n d  glass  eyes ,  a n d  a p i c t u r e  w i n d o w  s w a t h e d  in t a u p e  ve l ve t  
d r a p e s .  R a d a m e s  k n e e l s  a t  t h e  f i r e p l a c e ,  a r r a n g i n g  k i n d l i n g ,  s t r i k ­
i n g  m a t c h e s .
I h e y ’rc all  t h e  s a m e , ” h e  is s a y i n g .  “ T h e s e  o c c a s i o n s .  G e t  
d r u n k ,  j u m p  in t h e  l a k e . ’
“ I t ’s a s o u n d  r i t u a l , ’ C a r l y  says .  “ W h a t ’s w r o n g  w i t h  it? 
“ N o t h i n g ,  h e  says .  “Ar e  y o u  a n g r y  w i t h  m e ? ’
“ N o ,  s h e  says.  “ W h y  w o u l d  I b e  a n g r y ? ’
The f i re b u r s t s  h e a r t i l y  t o  l i fe,  s n a p p i n g  at  t h e  c r o w n  of  
t i n d e r  a n d  n e w s p a p e r  b e f o r e  s e t t l i n g  i n t o  a s t e a d y  b u r n .  As s he  
l e a n s  t o w a r d  it ,  C a r l y  feel s  as i f  s h e  has  b e e n  d i v i d e d  in t w o :  t h e  
h e a t  v i v i d  in h e r  face  a n d  h a n d s ,  t h e  c o l d  l i ke  a wa l l  at  h e r  b a c k .  
“ H o w  c o m e  y o u ’re n o t  in s c h o o l ?  he  says .
“ I d o n ’t k n o w ,  s h e  says.  “ I h a v e  n o  l i fe p l a n .  O b v i o u s l y .  
H e  says ,  “ You a r e  a n g r y  w i t h  m e . ’”
“ W h y  w o u l d  I be  a n g r y  w i t h  y o u ? ’
S h e  g o e s  t o  t h e  w i n d o w ,  t i es  b a c k  t h e  d r a p e s  w i t h  t h e i r  
s i l ky  c o r d s .  B e l o w  t h e  l ake  s t r e t c h e s ,  b r o a d  a n d  b l a c k .  A m i s t i n g  
ra in  is s e t t i n g  in .  P e o p l e  a r e  s c u r r y i n g  in c i r c l es ,  g a t h e r i n g  t h e i r
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c l o t hes ,  t he i r  bee r  bo t t l e s  f r o m  t he  n a r r o w  c r e s c e n t  o f  beach .
I hey shiver ,  s h o u l d e r s  pu l l e d  u p  a r o u n d  t he i r  ears.  T h e  glare  o f  
t he  l i re b e h i n d  C'arly swel ls ,  f i l l i ng t he  l ower  p a ne s  o f  t he  w i n d o w  
w i t h  o r a n g e  l ight .  She  p u t s  he r  p a l m  to t he  glass,  a l m o s t  e x p e c t ­
i ng to leel w a r m t h .  D o w n s t a i r s  s o m e o n e  p u t s  on  t he  m u s i c  aga in ,  
t he  r e v e r b e r a t i on  o f  t he  bass l ike a t r e m o r  in t he  f loor .  In the  
w i n d o w s  r e f l ec t i on  she  sees R a d a m e s  f e e d i ng  t he  fire,  s t i r r i n g  it 
wi t h  a k i n d  o f  h o o k ,  a n d  he r  o w n  a r m  i l l u m i n a t e d  f r om wr i s t  to 
s hou l de r ,  t he  rest  of he r  b o d y  d a r k  i ns i de  a we a k  s i l h o u e t t e .  “All 
r i g h t , ” R a d a m e s  says.  “ L e t ’s s t a r t  over,  yes?” B e n e a t h  he r  f inger s  
t he  beach  is e mp t y .  S o m e o n e  o p e n s  t he  d o o r  o f  t he  t r o p h y  r o o m ,  
says oh  t he r e  y o u  are.  R a d a m e s  l aughs ,  a n a r r o w  l i t t l e  l oop  o f  a 
l augh ,  e d g e d  wi t h  i r r i t a t i on .  C o m e  in,  c o m e  in.  She  l ifts he r  h a n d  
f r om t he  glass.
By the  t i m e  she  get s  h o m e  t he  sky is f a d i n g  to grey,  a s t r a t a  o f  
g o l d e n  p i n k  r i s ing f r o m t he  east .  N o  o n e  is up  e xcep t  for  T a t u m ,  
in t he  k i t c h e n  in he r  Supe r g i r l  c o s t u m e ,  w h i s t l i n g  s o m e t h i n g  t ha t  
s o u n d s  l ike Be e t ho v e n ,  t wi s t i n g  t he  legs of  he r  Barbie .
\ o u  re in t r o u b l e , ” l a t u m  says.
C a r l y  o p e n s  a c oke  a n d  d r i n k s  it d o w n  w i t h o u t  s t o p p i n g .  
H e r  h e a d  t h r obs .
“ You were  s u p p o s e d  to w a t c h  us last  n i g h t . ”
“ It was  my  n i g h t  of f . ” She  t h i nks .  “ W a s n ’t i t ?” 
l a t u m  s h rugs .  “She  w o n ’t say a n y t h i n g . ” She  fills an eye 
d r o p p e r  w i t h  p u r p l e  f o o d  c o l o r i n g  a n d  beg i ns  a p p l y i n g  it to t he  
he a d  of t he  Barbie .  “ D i d  you  get  d r u n k ? ”
“O f  c ou r s e  n o t . ”
L e t s  go to t he  p a r k  t oday,  a f t e r  y o u  s leep it of f . ”
C.arly t h i n k s  of  p u s h i n g  Jack  o n  t he  swi ng ,  t he  c r eak  o f  
t he  c ha i ns ,  t he  p o i n t y  l i t t l e s c r e a ms  of  c h i l d r e n  d a r t i n g  over  t he  
p l a y g r o u n d .  I he  pa in  in he r  skul l  t i g h t e n s .  I he re  is a f a i n t  rus-
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t l i n g  u p s t a i r s ,  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  m o v e m e n t .  T h e  s u n  a r cs  t h r o u g h  
t h e  F r e n c h  d o o r s  in a b r o a d  b l a d e  o f  l i gh t .
“ F a n t a s t i c ,  s h e  says .  “ Yes.
b r a d  g o e s  t o  I . .A.  f o r  a d e p o s i t i o n  a n d  Al exi s  says  s h e  i s n ’t s u r e  
w h e n  h e ’ll he  h a c k ;  t h e s e  t h i n g s  c o u l d  go  fo r  a d a y  o r  f o r  we e k s .  
It is a s e r i o u s  c a s e — a c o l l a p s e d  p l a y a r d ,  a s t r a n g l e d  i n f a n t .  T h e r e  
w e r e  a t  l eas t  a d o z e n  cases  b r o u g h t  t o  t h e  c o m p a n y ’s a t t e n t i o n  
b e f o r e  t h i s  o n e ,  s h e  says .  W e ’ve p r e t t y  m u c h  g o t  t h e m  c o r n e r e d .
1 C a r l y  t h i n k s ,  we?  Al exi s  face  is t a u t  t h e  w a y  it a l wa y s  is w h e n  
Br ad  t r ave l s  o n  b u s i n e s s .  S h e  is t a l k i n g  t o o  fast .  S h e  is h a n g i n g  
c u p b o a r d s .
T h e  h o u s e  s e e m s  q u i e t e r  t h a n  u s u a l  w i t h  B r a d  g o n e .  A l e x ­
is a n d  l a t u m  a n d  J a c k  h e a d  i n t o  t h e  c i t y  f o r  t h e i r  S u n d a y  m o r n ­
i n g  r i t u a l  o f  s c o n e s  a n d  c l o t t e d  c r e a m  at  t h e  Pl aza .
W h e n  C a r l y  o p e n s  t h e  d o o r  t o  t h e  m a s t e r  b e d r o o m  s he  
f i n d s  it,  as ever ,  d u s t l c s s ,  s p o t l e s s ,  t h e  b e d  p e r f e c t l y  m a d e :  a v i r ­
t ua l  m u s e u m .  T h e  c l o s e t  d o o r  is s l i g h t l y  a j a r  a n d  t h e  t r a c k  l i g h t ­
i n g  is o n ,  a n d  as C a r l y  m o v e s  c l o s e r  s h e  sees  t h e  s h o p p i n g  bags .
Fler  f i rs t  t h o u g h t  w h e n  s h e  p u l l s  o u t  t h e  c l o t h e s  is t h a t  
t h e r e  has  b e e n  s o m e  k i n d  o f  m i s t a k e .  Al ex i s  o f  t h e  b a b y  c a b l e  k n i t  
s w e a t e r s ,  t h e  p e a c o a t s ,  d o e s  n o t  b e l o n g  t o  t h e  b a g s  t h a t ,  C a r l y  
sees ,  h a v e  b e e n  s t u f f e d ,  a n d  s e e m i n g l y  at  r a n d o m ,  w i t h  p y t h o n  T-  
s t r a p  M a n o l o  B l a h n i k  s a n d a l s ,  a p l e a t  s k i r t  i n h o t  p i n k  s h a n t u n g ,  
a s h e e r  s i lk c h i f f o n  b a b y d o l l  w' i th m a t c h i n g  p a n t i e s ,  a p h e a s a n t  
f e a t h e r  c a p e .  H e r e ,  a p i n a f o r e  d r e s s  w i t h  b a b y  b l u e  s a t i n  s a s h ,  as 
if s h e  w o u l d  be  Al i ce  in W o n d e r l a n d ;  s l o u c h y  s u e d e  b o o t s  w' i th a 
k i t t e n  h e e l ,  a B a l e n c i a g a  b o l e r o  j a ck e t ,  l e a t h e r  c i g a r e t t e  p a n t s  in 
a m i r r o r  f i n i s h .  C a r l y  lays o u t  t h e  c l o t h e s  o n  t h e  R a l p h  L a u r e n  
b e d s p r e a d :  t h e y  s e e m  t o  p o s t u r e ,  as if t h e y  h a v e  t a k e n  o n  a l i fe o f  
t h e i r  o w n .
C a r l v  f i n d s  h e r s e l f  in h e r  u n d e r w e a r ,  h e r  o w n  s h o r t s  a n d
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tank  top  d i t ched  on the floor, b u t t o n i n g  hersel f  in to  a tu l le- t iered  
dress tha t  bil lows ou t  beh in d  in a fabulous  train,  bride-l ike .  W h e n  
she drags the whole  ensemble  over to the m ir ro r  it is as if she has 
never seen herself  before,  no t  really. T h e  overpower ing  si lence is 
like a second presence over her  shou lder ,  eva lua ting  her p la in ­
ness. W h a t  she has to work  with ,  she adm its  now to herself,  is not  
much ,  even if she does have more color  than  Alexis on accoun t  
o f  those a f te rnoons  chas ing T a tu m  a ro u n d  the pool  while Alexis 
holes up inside c la im ing  she is al lergic to sun;  Alexis is all long 
legs and razor -b lade cheekbones .  At best Car ly  is in the league o f  
tha t  D ir ty  Coeds  porn  she caugh t  Brad check ing  ou t  on l ine  once  
when she walked in to  his s tudy  to ask abou t  her  paycheck.  But 
as she ab an d o n s  the tul le and  cl imbs  in to  the leather  d i rnd l ,  she 
begins to com e a ro u n d ,  rather  as she had in so p h o m o re  bio logy 
lab, d issect ing  tha t  sad-eyed toad she had selected from the batch 
tha t  had com e in dry  ice in S tyrofoam coolers  in the spring.  She 
had com e to lab s tra ight  from A.P. Engl ish,  where in the last 
weeks o f  the semester  they w ou ld  spend  the h o u r  reading  and  re­
reading the last pages o f  The Bell Jar  and  she had had the sense 
o f  so m e th in g  always on the verge o f  nam in g  i tself  in her  m ind ,  
the teacher ’s voice ge t t ing  in the way, all those hands  go ing  up,  
arms waving,  tha t  k ind  o f  overeager me me me as if it were fifth 
tirade. And then  there  was the shrill sound  o f  the bell and  it was 
all lost somehow. S tand ing  over the p in n e d  toad,  the polished 
lab table,  su r ro u n d e d  by rows o f  jars of piglet  fetuses f loat ing in 
formaldehyde ,  she had wielded  her  blade for the inc ision ,  and  it 
had nulled tha t  f rus t ra t ion ,  assuaged tha t  namelessness,  and  she 
had felt o rder  again in the universe.
Her  eyes now feel heavy, her fingers fat igued by so m uch  b u t t o n ­
ing, u n b u t t o n in g ,  zipping ,  d i sm an t l ing .  She looks at the clo thes 
cast across the floor. In her  skull there  is a faint  h u m m in g ,  not
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a l t o g e t h e r  o m i n o u s .
S h e  d e c i d e s  t o  s p e n d  t h e  rest  o f  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  o n  t h e  p o o l  ch a i s e  
w i t h  a h a r d  l e m o n a d e  a n d  w o r k  o n  h e r  t an .  T h e  m a s t e r  b e d ­
r o o m  h a d  b e e n  left  i m m a c u l a t e ,  s he  is sure ,  b u t  as s he  i n f l a t e s  t h e  
cha i s e ,  s he  can ' t  h e l p  l o o k i n g  b a c k  at  t h e  w i n d o w  as if t o  c h e c k  
h e r  w o r k .  Bu t  t h e  d r a p e s  a re  d r a w n ,  as a l ways .
T h e  c h a i s e  d r i f t s  pa s t  t h e  r o w o f  z e r o - g r a v i t y  r e c l i n c r s  a n d  
i n t o  t h e  r a n g e  o f  t h e  o s c i l l a t i n g  m i s t i n g  fan ,  a n d  she  c l oses  h e r  
eyes ,  n e a r l y  as l eep  w h e n  d i s t a n t l y ,  a ca r  d o o r  s l ams .  S h e  c o n s i d e r s  
g e t t i n g  o u t  of  t h e  p o o l  b u t  t h i s  wi l l  i n v o l v e  e i t h e r  s l i p p i n g  f r o m  
t h e  ch a i s e  i n t o  t h e  d e e p  e n d  w h e r e  s he  is n o w  cas t  a d r i f t ,  o r  else,  
h u m i l i a t i n g l y ,  l o w e r i n g  h e r s e l f  o n t o  h e r  s t o m a c h  o n  t h e  ch a i s e  
a n d  p a d d l i n g  to  t h e  e d g e  w h e r e  she  m i g h t  e d g e  o f f  o n t o  t h e  s t a i r s  
a n d  c l i m b  t o  t h e  d e c k .  At  s o m e  p o i n t  in w o r k i n g  t h i s  all o u t  in 
h e r  h e a d  she  real i zes  Alexi s  is s t a n d i n g  at  t h e  g u t t e r  s t a r i n g  at  h e r  
f r o m  b e h i n d  h e r  Wa y f a r e r s .  C a r l y  s q u i n t s  i n t o  t h e  s u n .  T h e  h o u s e  
l o o m s  b e h i n d  Alexi s ,  a vas t  G o t h i c  a b o m i n a t i o n  o f  a r c h i t e c t u r e .
“C o m e  in t h e  s t u d i o ,  Alexi s  says ,  h e r  v o i ce  v e r y  s mal l .  
“ L e t ’s t a l k . ”
C a r l y  s l ips ,  feet  f i rs t ,  i n t o  t h e  b l ue .  T he c o l d  s wa l l o ws  her ,  
t e n d r i l s  o f  h a i r  s u c k i n g  t o w a r d  t h e  s u r f a c e  as s he  s i nks .  B u b b l e s  
r i p p l e  pas t  h e r  nose .  S h e  cu r l s  h e r  t oes  a g a i n s t  t h e  g r i t t y  c o n ­
c r e t e  f l o o r  of  t h e  p o o l ,  h e r  l u n g s ,  e m p t y  now,  b e g i n n i n g  to  s t r a i n .  
W h e n  s he  b r e a k s  t h e  s u r f a c e ,  he r  m o u t h  m a k e s  a h o l l o w’ w h i s t l e ;  
she  pu l l s  d o w n  air,  t r e a d s ,  b r e a t h e s  ag a i n ,  a n d  sees  t h a t  Alexi s  
is s m i l i n g .  C a r l y  fo l ds  i n t o  t h e  f i rst  s t r o k e ,  a s t i t c h  in h e r  s ide ,  
d i s t u r b e d  by  t h a t  g l i mp s e ,  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  Alexi s '  f ace in a s mi l e  
l o o k s  u n n a t u r a l ,  m o r e  l ike an  a n i m a l ,  a d o g ,  b a r i n g  its t e e t h  in 
n e r v o u s n e s s ,  an  a t t e m p t  at  p l a c a t i o n .  C a r l y ’s t e c h n i q u e  is p o o r ;  
w a t e r  swi r l s  b e t w e e n  h e r  f i nge r s .  S h e  s logs  f i na l l y  t o  t h e  s i de  o f  
t h e  p o o l  a n d  g r i p s  t h e  g u t t e r ,  g a s p i n g ,  p u s h i n g  h e r  h a i r  o u t  of  h e r
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eyes w i t h  he r  wr i s t .
“ W h e r e  are t he  k i d s ? ” C a r l y  asks.
“At  a f r i e n d ’s,” Alexis  says.
I he s t u d i o  smel l s  s t r ong l y ,  ne a r l y  c h e m i ca l ,  as i f  Alexis  
has  be e n  b u r n i n g  s o m e t h i n g ,  a n d  w h e n  she  hi t s  t he  l ight s  C a r l y  
can see s h e ’s c h a n g e d  t he  f ix tures  a r o u n d  so t h a t  t he  l a m p s  are 
t r a i n e d  e n t i r e l y  o n  t he  far  wes t  wal l ,  w h e r e  a mass i ve  canvas  leans ,  
he r  b igges t  yet .  Its pl ace  in t he  l i ght s  conve ys  t he  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  a 
s tage.  It s eems  b l a n k  un t i l  C a r l y  wa l ks  to it a n d  sees t he  p e nc i l e d  
s i l h o u e t t e s ,  t he  va gue  f l oa t i ng  f o r ms  t h a t  a p p e a r  to be d r o w n i n g  
in thi s  wh i t e n e s s ,  a r m s  o u t s t r e t c h e d ,  f i nger s  d a n g l i n g  we i gh t l e s s -  
ly as if b u o y e d .  He a d l e s s .  I he  s ke t c he s  are so l i gh t  it is as i f  t hey  
have  been  n o t  d r a w n  b u t  t r aced .
Alexis  r emove s  he r  sunglas ses ,  d r o p s  t h e m  o n  a d r a f t  t a ­
ble.  She  s tares  at  he r  pa l e t t e ,  t he  s t a n d  o f  b r u s h e s  s o a k i n g  in t u r ­
p e n t i n e ,  all a r o u n d  her,  as if s h e ’s neve r  seen a n y  o f  it.
“ N o n e  o f  t h e m  have  f aces , ” C a r l y  says.
Alexis  p i cks  up  a penc i l .  “ I m g o i n g  to have  to let  y o u  g o , ” 
she  says.  She  be g i ns  to s k e t c h ,  casual ly,  w i t h  t he  ai r  of  j o t t i n g  a 
no t e .  But  C a r l y  can  see t he  s l i gh t es t  q u i v e r  in t he  arc  o f  t he  l ine  
t h a t  is a s h o u l d e r  on  t he  page .  “ I ’m s u r e  y o u  u n d e r s t a n d , ” Alexis  
says.  “You wer e  carefu l  e n o u g h  p u t t i n g  t he  r o o m  ba c k  t o g e t h e r  
b u t  I c o u l d  see t h a t  y o u ’d b e e n  t h r o u g h  t he  c l o t hes .  You were  t r y ­
i ng t h e m  o n ,  w e r e n ’t y o u ? ”
C a r l y  says n o t h i n g ,  t i g h t e n s  t he  be a ch  towel  a r o u n d  h e r ­
self. She  is s t a n d i n g ,  by now,  in a smal l  p u d d l e  o f  poo l  w a t e r  t ha t  
has d r i p p e d  f r o m he r  b a t h i n g  su i t  o n t o  t he  f loor .
N o t  to m e n t i o n , ” Alexis  says,  “t h a t  y o u ’ve be e n  in here ,  
m a n y  t imes .  Jack  tel ls me.  N o t  t h a t  I w o u l d  have  m i n d e d ,  she  
says,  h x c e p t  you  neve r  a sked .  A n d  so I have  to w o n d e r ,  w h a t  
else y o u ’re c a p a b l e  o f . ” N o w  C a r l y  can  see t h a t  she  is a l m o s t  ful ly 
f o r m e d  o n  t he  page .  J u s t  a few b r i e f  s t r okes  a n d  she  is t he r e ,  per -
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fectly recognizable .  Gen i us ,  she th inks ,  despi t e  herself.  Alexis sets 
down the pad.
“You’re r ight .
“You mus t  not  t h i nk  muc h  o f  us, ’ Alexis says. “ But  even 
so why would  you bother? Did you t h i nk  I d never  not ice?
“ I don' t  know, '  Car ly  says. She wonder s  if  Alexis will cry, 
like she did when  T a t um cal led her  a bi tch.  But  Alexis only stares 
' at her,  as if Car ly  mus t  be lying,  as if she’s had reasons all along.  
Car ly starts to feel her  skin pucke r i ng  in the cold.  She realizes 
she’s freezing.
“G o  ahead and change , ’ Alexis says, “before you catch 
your  death.
A year later,  af ter  Car ly  gets o f f  her  shift  at the daycare,  she and 
Radames  will drive past  the Webers  on thei r  way to s moke  pot  
in S t ephan ie  E m m o n s ’ gues thouse  whi le  the fami ly s u mme r s  in 
Maine.  He  drives and  she rides s ho t gun ,  and they argue over what  
s tat ion to play on the radio.  Somet i mes  she looks r ight  at the W e ­
bers house  and s omet i mes  she doesn' t ,  and ei ther  way it passes 
more  quickly than  she expects.  Somet imes  the  kids have been 
careless,  left ou t  a hula hoop  or  a bicycle ove r t u rne d  on the lawn,  
and there  has been a di f ferent  car in the dr ive for m a ny  mo n t h s  
in place o f  Br ad ’s Mercedes .
Inevi tably she will say to Ra da me s — who  has never  
t hough t  to ask how she got  the key to the E m m o n s  gues thouse ,  
who  drives s teady and slow as a g r a n d m o t h e r — to get on wi th it 
already,  and  they will f ind thei r  wray th r ough  the woods  to the 
d a nk  gues thouse  and make  out .  In the d imness  he is all grasping 
hands ,  a weight  on her  chest .  But  a f te rward,  she feels gen t l e ­
ness. He offers her  the m o u t h  o f  the pipe,  pushes  the l ighter  into 
the bowl ,  nur s ing  the f lame unt i l  she is done .  She wonde r s  what  
became o f  that  sketch,  if it ever evolved to s o me t h i n g  more:  a
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po r t r a i t  t ha t  an a c q u a i n t a n c e  m i g h t  l ook at  in a gal l ery a n d  say 
o f  it, Car ly,  or  if  her  b o d y  dr i f t s  on  in t ha t  page,  h a l f  f in i shed,  in 
l i mbo  l ike Alexis'  b o d y  on  the  mura l .  He  asks w h a t  she is t h i n k ­
ing a bou t .  She looks  at h i m,  s e a r c h i ng  t he  da r kne s s  for  s ome  
recogni zabl e  l ine o f  his face,  a n d  c a n n o t  t h i n k  w h a t  to answer .
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T a r a  M a e  m u l r o y
C a r a io
The n igh t  you d o n ’t come home, 
the crows in ou r  e lm j i l t
the i r  b rood .  I hear the i r  young
shr iek u n t i l  the i r  tongues must  he cal loused.
I dream I c l im b  the tree, rub  my  hands 
raw, never reach the i r  nest.
In the m o rn in g ,  they are qu ie t .  I f i n d  a ch ick  
c rushed— an ashen heap, its m o u th
a w o u n d .  T h e  cat musses i t ,  l i k i n g  the way 
its neck moves. I w o u ld  need to see its entra i ls ,
see the way its wings t r ied  to l i gh ten  its body,  
to unders tand  yo u r  leaving. T he omen is in its
s ink ing .  Your sisters can p o in t  at the d iv ine  
pat tern o f  freckles on my  th igh ,
the ta t too  o f  y o u r  ship's hu l l  b eh ind  my  ear.
I hey k n o w  1 desire the edgeless
darkness, o f  be ing  the one that  leaps 
to f in d  the one that  left.
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J EFF T 1 G C F 1  E L A A R
P A T R I C I A N
She t o ld  me  once ,  my  a u n t ,  a b o u t  h o w  she was  o u t  w a l k i n g  in my 
g r a n d p a r e n t s ’ n e i g h b o r h o o d  a n d  let a bee  l and  on  her  he a d  a nd  
s t i ng  her  because  she d i d n ’t w a n t  to be seen wa v i n g  a n d  s wa t t i ng  
a n d  give a n y o n e  w h o  m i g h t  be w a t c h i n g  t he  c h a n c e  to say Look  at 
crazy Pat ty,  t he  hosp i t a l  case.  Look  at  Je r r y  a n d  Agnes  s d a u g h t e r ,  
o u t  t her e  h a v i n g  a fit.
T a m a r a  Sc h u y l e r
UGLY
We re s i t t i n g  in a c i rc le  fo r  g roup  discussion in the anorexia  ward ,  
and the new g i r l ,  Janice,  is te l l i n g  us abou t  her  parents. T h e y  
sound l ike  a real pr ize pair. We all ta lk  abou t  o u r  fam i l ies  in here, 
eventual ly .  Janice pauses and sh i f ts  in her chair.  1 shou ld  tel l  her  
tha t  no a m o u n t  o f  s q u i r m in g  is g o ing  to make th ings  more  c o m ­
for tab le .
T h e  name Janice makes me t h i n k  o f  a w ho lesom e b ab ys i t ­
ter o r  a robus t  p iano  teacher. N o t  a g i r l  w i t h  b lu ish  sk in  and hai r  
so b r i t t l e  there shou ld  be a “ c o m b u s t ib le ’ tag h an g in g  f ro m  her 
p on y ta i l .  She be t te r  keep that  s t u f f  away f ro m  open f lames.  N o t  
that  we have any open f lames in here. N o  l ighters .  N o t h i n g  to 
l igh t ,  except  maybe o u r  own  sel f- images.
She’s pret ty ,  Janice. O r ,  she was. B lo nd ,  s l im ,  per fect .  She 
says t h a t ’s wha t  her parents always to ld  her. I guess they la id it on 
real th i ck .  Funny ,  h ow  too  m a ny  c o m p l im e n ts  and none at all can 
lead to the same disease in tw o  d i f fe re n t  people.  Janice is t i red  
now, af ter  all tha t  ta l k in g .  I t ’s unusual  in a new rec ru i t ,  to be so 
ready to share. H e r  m o u th  opens in a w id e  O  tha t  she t ries to 
st i f le . Those  ch om pcrs  aren’t so lovely,  I ’m so rry  to repor t .  I l i ck  
my l ips and brush my  sweatsh i r t  sleeve across them to w ipe  away 
any w h i t e  j u n k  t h a t ’s accum u la ted  on the ins ide edges. Plenty.  I 
take a no the r  swipe w i t h  the o th e r  sleeve.
A f te r  g ro up  discussion I get a S ty ro foam  cup o f  water , 
d r i n k  u n t i l  m y  eyebal ls are f lo a t in g ,  and slosh m yse l f  d o w n  on 
the couch next  to Janice.  She raises her  arm in w h a t  cou ld  be 
a gesture of  self -defense,  l ike  m y  presence is a physical assault. 
I hen her wr is t  f l ies back to rest on her shou lde r  as i f  she were 
just s t re tch ing .  H e r  elbow' remains suspended, p o i n t i n g  at me. 
I ’m afra id the bone m ig h t  b i te  r ig h t  th r o u g h  the t rans lucen t  sk in.  
Then she ca lm ly  places bo th  hands in her lap. U n d e r  c o n t ro l .
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“ Hey,” I say, and  I star t  to chew on the edge o f  the cup.  It 
makes squeaking  noises as my teeth move against  it. I watch her 
over the rim.
“Hi , ” she says, wi th abou t  as much  wa rmt h  as a dead frog. 
She gazes at her u n mo vi ng  hands.  " W h a t  do you wan t ?” She’s not  
host i le.  More  like total ly resigned.  She’s like a zoo animal  that  
knows it can’t get away from the gawking people,  so why resist, 
why struggle? I ’m not  the audience ,  t hough .  I ’m in the next  cage 
down.  I tell her  it sounds  like her parents  are two o f  the seven 
wonders  o f  the world.
“ There are e ight , ” she says.
For a second I d o n ’t know what  she’s talking about .  Eight  
parents? No t  even I have eight  o f  them.  Four,  somet imes  five. 
I hen I get it.
“ There are eight  wonder s?” I ask.
“Yeah.” And I th ink,  here’s the eighth won d e r  r ight  here: 
the fact that  Janice thinks  i t ’s wor th  mak ing  the effort  to correct  
me on the n u m b e r  o f  wonders  in the world.  I wai t  for her to fill 
me in fur ther ,  but  apparent ly  I ’m going to have to keep asking her 
ques t ions  to get any t h i ng  ou t  o f  her. Maybe  she wants  to make 
me beg. I w o u l d n ’t b lame her. Go d  knows,  the prospects  for e n ­
t e r t a inme nt  in here are pret ty bleak.
“Are you going to keep chewing  on that  cup?” she asks. 
“ Because if you are, I ’m going back to my r o o m . ” Well ,  how about  
that .  Look who  wants  to be my fr iend.
I crush the cup in one  hand  and th row it toward the gar ­
bage can.  I miss,  by a lot.
Janice twi tches  like she’s abou t  to heave of f  and pick up 
the c up —  she is closer,  after all — but  she stays put .  I do too.  
I ll pick it up later. It feels good to leave trash on the floor for 
a while.  Just  s i t t ing and not  moving and th i nk i ng  about  the fact 
that  you aren' t  do ing  what  you ’re supposed  to do,  wha t  everyone
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would  expect  you to do.
“So,” 1 say, and  1 h ope  Jan ice  will look up,  bu t  she d o e s n ’t. 
All o f  a s u d d e n  sh e ’s p re t ty  skil led at s i t t ing  perfect ly  still. “So, 
tell me you r  story.
“ 1 just  d id  that .  You w e re n ’t l is ten ing?” She's i r r i t a ted ,  bu t  
1 d o n ’t m in d .
“ I w an t  to k now  more .  Like how you really got  here.  Your 
whole  journey.  You k n o w ? ” Journey  is a word  we use a lot in g roup  
di scuss ion .
She looks up,  meets  my eye, and  looks m ore  sad than  
m ean .  M ore  sad than  defensive.  “T h a t ' s  no t  really the p o in t ,  is it? 
T h e  q u e s t ion  is how I 'm g o n n a  get  o u t . ’
Wow. 1 t h o u g h t  I had  her  pegged.  She ’s so dr ied  up  1 
t h o u g h t  she migh t  be a n o th e r  Gigi .
Gigi  arr ived w hen  1 was only  a few days in to  my first visit.
I wasn' t so in to  m ak in g  fr iends  then .  I was a l it t le raw a r o u n d  the 
edges,  you cou ld  say -  and  there  wasn' t  m u c h  to me o t h e r  t h a n  
edges.  So 1 d i d n ’t get to k now  Gigi .  I don ' t  t h in k  a n y o n e  did .  I 
never t h o u g h t  a b o u t  it before  now, bu t  maybe  it was Gigi  tha t  
t u rne d  me  in to  this social but ter f ly .  M aybe  I dec ided  it w ou ld  be 
be t te r  to  have loved and  lost,  and  all tha t .  W h o  knows:'
W h e n  Gigi  first got  here she was p re t ty  sick, p re t ty  far 
gone.  She d i d n ’t even talk d u r in g  the  g ro u p  sessions. She refused,  
wh ich  is hard to do,  what  with  all the  j abbe r ing  the social w o r k ­
ers do.  You s tar t  t a lk in g  even i f you don  t w a n t  to,  just so thei r  
twee ty -b ird  voices d o n ’t dril l  holes  in your  b ra in .  But  Gigi  was as 
silent  as a rock at the b o t t o m  of the ocean .  And  no w onder .  Her  
hear t  was fai ling.  H o w  can you tell you r  wors t  secrets to a room 
full of s t r angers  w h e n  your  o rgans  don  t even fu n c t i o n  right:'  Jesus 
Chr i s t  in heaven ,  as my g r a n d m o t h e r  w o u ld  say. Jesus C h r i s t  in 
heaven,  just eat a n o t h e r  piece o f  pie and  c ons ide r  yourself  lucky 
to have it.
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T h a t  advice w o u l d n ’t have wo r k e d  a ny  mi rac l es  on  Gigi .  
She ac tua l ly  c o u l d n ’t eat  at  t ha t  po i n t .  T h e y  fed her  wi t h  a needle  
in her  a rm,  b u t  I guess it d idn ' t  work .  Di ed  o f  a hear t  a t t ack  or 
mul t i p l e  o r gan  fai lure,  it was never  e xp l a i ned  wh i ch .  Really,  o f  
course ,  she d i ed  o f  a b r o k e n  hear t .  I k n o w  t h a t ’s a t er r ible  p u n  or 
cl i che or  wha t e ve r  you call it, b u t  I t h i n k  i t ’s also t rue.  An y o n e  
wh o  dies o f  this disease dies of a t o r n - u p  hear t .  Gigi  w a n t e d  to 
die,  o f  cour se  -  we all do  by the  t i me  we get  here.  An d  given that ,  
how c o m e  s ome  of us m a n a g e  to pul l  t h r ough?  Life is full  o f  my s ­
teries,  I guess.
Ma y b e  Jan i ce  is one  o f  the  survivors .  Ma y b e  s h e ’ll get  ou t  
a nd  wr i t e  a bes t - sel l ing b o o k  a b o u t  her  s t ruggle  wi t h  anorexia ,  a 
b o o k  a b o u t  her  ba t t l e  a n d  h o w she wo n  it a nd  h o w you  can too.  
T h e  first  t h i n g  her  b o o k  will  say is to get  t he  hell  away f rom your  
pa rent s  as qu i ck l y  as you can.  J an i c e ’s pa ren t s  s o u n d  l ike people  
on a bad d a y t i me  soap ope ra  -  peop l e  wi t h  fake hair ,  fake smi les,  
fake c lothes ,  fake personal i t i es .  O n l y  t h i n g  real a b o u t  t h e m  is 
thei r  obsess ion wi t h  fakeness.  T h e y  t r i ed to get  J an i ce  to have 
plast ic su rgery  wh e n  she was t en years old.  Ten.  T h e y  were w o r ­
ried a b o u t  how p o i n t y  her  nose was ge t t i ng .
I look s t r a igh t  i n to  J an i c e ’s w a s h e d - u p - m o v i e - s t a r  eyes 
a nd  nod  my head.  “ Yes. Yes, h o w to get  o u t  o f  here  is t he  i m ­
p o r t a n t  que s t i on .  And  I ’d l ike to k n o w the  answer ,  so wh e n  you 
c o m p l e t e  the  ca l cu l a t i ons ,  be sure  to s top  by a n d  feed t h e m  into 
my IV bag . ”
Janice  cracks a smi le,  t he  first  one  I ’ve seen s ince she a r ­
r ived,  a nd  a t ingly feel ing rises up  f r o m ,  my toes to my m i d ­
dle.  Sor t  o f  l ike wh e n  you pee in t he  s w i m m i n g  pool ,  except  the 
w a r m t h  is m o v i n g  in t he  o ppos i t e  d i r ec t i on .
I t ’s f reezing in here.  It always is. We sit a r o u n d  in loose,  
bu l ky  layers of fleece a nd  wool ,  l ike we t h i n k  we re a b o u t  to be 
s h i ppe d  o f f  to a w i n d y  day  at the  beach.  O u r  vi si tors  t h i n k  i t ’s
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b e c a u s e  we w a n t  to  h i d e  o u r  b o d i e s  f r o m  t h e  w o r l d  d u e  to  o u r  
n e u r o t i c  m i s c o n c e p t i o n s ,  b u t  rea l ly  i t ’s b e c a u s e  w e ’re s t r a i g h t - u p  
c o l d  as a b u n c h  o f  bags  o f  f r o zen  peas .  J a n i c e ,  t h o u g h ,  s e e m s  i m ­
m u n e  to  t e m p e r a t u r e ,  in s p i t e  o f  t h e  fac t  t h a t  h e r  e x p o s e d  sk in  
is o n e  s h a d e  s h o r t  o f  i n d i g o .  S h e ’s w e a r i n g  an  o v e r s iz e d  I - s h i r t  
w i t h  a r u n n i n g  t e a m  s p e l l e d  in o r a n g e  b l o c k  l e t t e r s  o n  t h e  f r o n t .  
J E F F E R S O N  C R O S S  C O U N T R Y .  T h e  o r a n g e  l o o k s  p r e t t y  n i ce  
a g a in s t  t h e  b l u e  b a c k d r o p .
“ D o  y o u  r u n  c r o s s - c o u n t r y ? ’ 1 say.
A g a in  s h e ’s f a c i n g  h e r  a p p a r e n t l y  f a s c i n a t i n g  lap ,  b u t  t h e n  
she  m o v e s  h e r  w h o l e  h e a d  t o w a r d  m e ,  s lowly,  l ike  an  owl  o n  t h e  
D i s c o v e r y  c h a n n e l .  H e r  eyes are  e n o r m o u s .  “ I u sed  t o , ’ she  says.  
“ B u t  t h i s  i s n ’t m y  s h i r t . ”
T h i s  is w h a t  I ’m t a l k i n g  a b o u t .  S h e  w a n t s  m e  to  p l e a d  for  
it.  “A n d ,  so,  w h o s e  is i t?” I ’m  h a p p y  to  d o  t h e  a s k i n g .  I r e s t r a i n  
m y s e l f  f r o m  p r o n o u n c i n g  w h o s e  w i t h  an  e x t e n d e d  “o o o o o o ” to  
s o u n d  l ike  an  o w l ’s h o o t .
“ I t ’s m y  b o y f r i e n d ’s. J a n i c e  o n c e  a g a in  lo o k s  s t r a i g h t  i n t o  
m y  eyes  w h e n  she  says th i s ,  as i f  s h e ’s a f r a i d  t h e  n e w s  wi l l  w a s h  m e  
c l ea r  aw ay  if she  d o e s n  t na i l  m e  in p lace  w i t h  a s h a r p  s t a re .  I his 
is v e r y  r e f r e s h i n g .  L o o k i n g  p e o p l e  in t h e  eye  isn t a g re a t  s t r e n g t h  
o f  m o s t  o f  m y  c o m p a t r i o t s  h e r e ,  a n d  I ge t  to  f e e l i n g  l o n e l y  w h e n  
all m y  c o n v e r s a t i o n  p a r t n e r s  f i n d  t h e  e m p t y  wal l  b e h i n d  m y  h e a d  
m o r e  e n g a g i n g  t h a n  w h a t  1 m  s a y in g .
“ W h a t ’s he  l ike ,  y o u r  b o y f r i e n d ? ” I say, w i t h o u t  l e a k i n g  
a n y  t r a c e  o f  s u r p r i s e  at  t h e  idea  o f  f l im s y  J a n i c e  h a v i n g  a b e a u .  
“ H e ’s . . . ” S h e  c l o ses  h e r  eyes  a n d  h e s i t a t e s  fo r  so l o n g  I t h i n k  she  
m i g h t  have  fa l le n  a s lee p.  “ H e ’s . . .  A g a in ,  she  s t o p s .  S h e  s k i l l i n g  
m e  w i t h  t h e  t h o u g h t f u l  p au se s .  “ H e ’s n ice . "  S h e  c o m p l e t e s  t h e  
s e n t e n c e ,  a n d  it feels l ike  a m a j o r  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t .  I t s  n o t  t h e  
m o s t  e n l i g h t e n i n g  p i e c e  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  I ve h e a r d  t o d a y ,  b u t ,  for  
J a n i c e ,  it ve rges  o n  t h e  p r o f o u n d .
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“T h a t ’s e xce l l en t , ’ 1 tell her.  “ N o  o n e  is b e t t e r  o f f  wi t h  a 
b o y f r i e n d  w h o  i sn’t nice.  I ’m glad to hea r  i t . ’
A n d  t hen  J an i ce  f inal ly  t akes  t he  reins.  T his is a t op i c  she 
can c h e w on ,  I guess:  t he  s u p e r i o r i t y  of  a nice  b o y f r i e n d  over  a 
n o t - n i c e  one .  She  tel ls me  a b o u t  her  p r ev i ous  bo y f r i e n d ,  a sor t  
o f  h o m e c o m i n g  k i ng  wi t h  gills a n d  l i t t l e s p r o u t y  legs,  c o n t i n u ­
ally c i r c l i ng  t he  t op  of  t he  p o n d  w a i t i n g  for  s o m e o n e  to s t i ck 
o u t  a b r a n c h  so he c o u l d  m a k e  his way  o n t o  l and.  He  d r o p p e d  
Jan i ce  l ike a m a g g o t y  app le ,  as s o o n  as he c a u g h t  t he  a t t e n t i o n  o f  
s o m e o n e  m o r e  popu l a r .  A n d  t ha t  was a f t e r  t he i r  t wo- yea r  per f ec t  
t eenage  r o ma n c e .  T h e y  first  me t  w h e n  she was  o n l y  t h i r t e e n .  I 
c a n ’t i ma g i n e  ha v i n g  had  a b o y f r i e n d  w h e n  I was t h i r t e e n .  1 was 
bare ly o u t  o f  d i ape r s  t hen .  Actual ly,  I c a n ’t real ly i ma g i n e  ha v i ng  
a b o y f r i e n d  now.  O r  ever,  for  t ha t  ma t t e r .  I ask her  i f  she has a 
p i c t u r e  o f  her  c u r r e n t  bo y f r i e n d ,  a n d  she does .
She  gets  up,  all s t i c k - i ns e c t  a r ms  a n d  legs,  and  1 fo l l ow 
her  to her  r o o m ,  w h i c h  she  shares  wi t h  M i r a n d a .  M i r a n d a  doesn ' t  
l ook  up  f r om her  b o o k  w h e n  we enter .  S h e ’s an o l d - t i m e r ,  l ike 
me,  here  a n d  gone ,  here  a n d  gone ,  w h o  k n o w s  h o w  m a n y  t imes .  
We re yo-yos:  be t t er ,  wor se ,  be t t er ,  worse .  I t ’s a way o f  g e t t i n g  
t h r o u g h  life, a way  t ha t  has a c e r t a i n  s e duc t i ve  r h y t h m .  M i r a n d a  
a n d  I can relate  to each o t her ,  I guess,  t h o u g h  s o m e t i m e s  I feel 
l ike we re b ox i n g  o p p o n e n t s  or  s o m e t h i n g ,  a lways  k e e p i n g  s o me  
d i s t a nc e  b e t w e e n  us. H e r  f ami ly  is l ike mi ne ;  I d o n ’t t h i n k  they  
no t i c e  whe r e  she is, w h e t h e r  s h e ’s here  or  t he r e  or  even al ive for 
t ha t  ma t t e r .  T h e y ’ve never  vi s i t ed.
At  least  t wo  o f  my  n u m e r o u s  pa r e n t s  have been  here  o n c e  
or  twice.  N o t  my  t wo  or ig i na l  pa ren t s ,  o f  cour se ,  b u t  t wo  f rom 
the  o u t e r  o r b i t  o f  c i r c l i ng,  s hu f f l i ng  gua r d i a ns .  J an i ce  pul l s  on  a 
s t r i ng  a r o u n d  her  neck  a n d  l ifts a key o u t  f r om ins ide  her  b o y ­
f r i e n d ’s T- s h i r t .  I w o n d e r  w h a t  else s h e ’s h i d d e n  ins ide  t here .  She
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u n l o c k s  t h e  t o p  d r a w e r  o f  he r  b e d s i d e  t ab l e ,  a n d  m y  j aw hi t s  t he  
f loor .  I neve r  k n e w  t h o s e  d r a w e r s  l ocked .  N e v e r  t h o u g h t  t o  ask 
for  a key.  W h a t  t h e  hel l  w o u l d  1 l ock  up? M y  r a t t y  o l d  u n d e r ­
pan t s ?  She  t akes  he r  p u r s e  f r o m  t h e  t o p  d r a w e r  - - t h e  k i n d  of  p u r s e  
I k n e w  she ' d  have:  sma l l ,  l ea t her ,  red,  w i t h  b i g  s i lver  z i p p e r s  a n d  
s n a p s - - a n d  she  l i fts o u t  a p h o t o g r a p h .  I t ’s t h e  t wo  o f  t h e m ,  J a n ­
ice a n d  t h e  r u n n e r .  H e ’s n i c e - l o o k i n g ,  h a r ml e s s ,  w i t h  b r o w n  ha i r  
s w i n g i n g  ac ross  hi s  eyes,  b u t  i t ’s J a n i c e  t h a t  s t o p s  m e  co l d .
In t h e  p i c t u r e  she' s  so pre t t y .  I c o u l d  tel l  she  was  o n c e  
pre t t y ,  b u t  I h a d  n o  idea.  T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  is u n b e l i e v a b l e .  In t he  
p i c t u r e  she  l ooks  l ike a sh i ny ,  ju i cy  g r a pe ,  wh i l e  r i g h t  in f r o n t  of 
m e  s h e ’s a ra i s i n ,  t h e  last  r a i s in  in t h e  p a c k  w i t h  c rus ty ,  c l o u d y  
s t u f f  o n  it.  I k ee p  l o o k i n g  at  t h e  p i c t u r e .  1 d o n ’t l ook  at  J an i ce .  
M v  b r a i n  is v i b r a t i n g  so m u c h  1 w a n t  to g r a b  h o l d  of it a n d  
s queeze .  “ H o w  l o n g  a go  was  t h i s  t aken?  I ask.  I m  a l i t t l e  s h o r t  of 
b r e a t h  a n d  I wi s h  I c o u l d  go b a c k w a r d s  in t i m e  a n d  av o i d  J a n i c e  
a l t o g e t h e r .
“ W h o  cares  how'  l o n g ? ” J a n i c e  says,  a n d  he r  b r o w  is all 
s c r u n c h e d  t o g e t h e r  in t h e  m i d d l e .  1 have  t h e  u r ge  t o  i ron  it. She  
t akes  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  p i c t u r e  b e t w e e n  h e r  f i nge r  a n d  t h u m b  a n d  
pul l s  a n d  1 know'  1 have  to  let  go b u t  1 can  t. M y  g r i p  is s t u c k  o n  
t he  p i c t u r e ,  l ike w h e n  1 r i p p e d  o u t  a c h u n k  o f  m y  b r o t h e r ’s ha i r  
b e c a u s e  1 c o u l d n ' t  l oos en  m y  fist a n d  he j e rked  his  h e a d  away.  
J an i ce  a n d  I are l o c k e d  l ike t h a t  for  a few s e c o n d s  a n d  t h e n  she 
c h o k e s  o u t ,  “ M a d d i e ,  please. ' '  H e r  vo i ce  is gray,  a n d  m y  n a m e  
c o m e s  at  me  o n  t h e  ed g e  o f  a du l l  kn i f e .  S o m e t h i n g  m a d e  o f  t h i ck  
glass s h a t t e r s  i n s i de  me .  I ’m b e i n g  s t a b b e d  by a m i l l i o n  s ha r ds ,  
b u t  I d o n ' t  let go.  T h e n  J a n i c e  p u t s  h e r  o t h e r  h a n d  o n  m y  a r m ,  
a n d  even  t h o u g h  he r  f i nge r s  are  icy, he r  t o u c h  is h o t .  It ' l l  l eave a 
scar  a n d  I' ll  be  b r a n d e d .  She  o p e n s  he r  w h o l e  p a l m  a n d  fol ds  it 
a r o u n d  m y  a r m  a n d  I w o n d e r  h o w  l o n g  I can  s t a n d  t h e  p a i n .  Mi -
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randa  looks ar us and  holds  her  hand  above the nurse-cal l  b u t t o n  
at the side o f  her  bed.  1 let go of the p ic ture ,  sna t ch  my a rm away, 
and  run.
A coup l e  days later I t h i nk  a b o u t  cal l ing home .  1 haven ’t cal led 
once  d u r i n g  this stay. I w o n d e r  w h a t ’s h a p p e n i n g  there,  w h e t h e r  
my b r o t h e r  C h a d  is still s u s p e n d e d  f rom school  for s t a r t i ng  a fire 
in the cafeteria.  T h e r e ’s a bank  o f  pay phones  at the end  o f  the 
ward.  I envi s ion the phones  for a long t i me  before h e ad i ng  over 
there.  I imagine  mysel f  dia l ing,  and  my m o m  p ick ing  up.  She 
d o e s n ’t recognize my voice at  first.  W h e n  she does,  she laughs 
and  hangs  up,  like i t ’s a good  joke.  I s t and  there r u n n i n g  t h r ou g h  
i magina ry  scenar ios  unt i l  1 get  to one  t h a t ’s tolerable .  Then I 
dig in my pocket s  and ,  lo and  beho l d ,  t h e r e ’s s ome  change .  W h o  
knew?
It r ings for a l ong t ime.  We d o n ’t have an answer i ng  m a ­
chine.  Final ly C h a d  answers ,  which  is wha t  I expec ted.  “ Hey,  
C h a d .  Si lence.  “ I t ’s me,  you dork.  Ma d d i e . ' ’
“O h  hi,  Ugly. We re big on t e rms  of e n d e a r m e n t  in my
family.
Si lence again.  I kn o w if I d o n ’t say s o m e t h i n g  h e ’ll hang  
up.  “C h a d ,  have I ever looked like a grape to you? ’
He  doesn  t answer  at once.  I can hear  the TV.  “W h a t  are 
you ta lk ing  a b o u t ? ” T h e r e ’s no edge to his voice.  H e ’s p robab l y  
high.  “ W h a t ’s go ing  on,  Maddie?  I t h o u g h t  they were suppos e d  to 
be f ixing your  me n t a l  r e t a rda t i on  in there,  no t  ma k i n g  it wor se . ’’ 
I ask h im if M o m  is there,  and  he says he d oe s n ’t know,  
maybe  she’s in her  room.  I encour a ge  h i m to invest igate,  and  then 
h e ’s gone  for a long t ime.  It w o u l d n ’t be u n he a r d  o f  for h im to get 
d i s t r ac t ed  hal fway across the l iving r oom and  e nd  up leaving the 
p h o n e  of f  the hoo k  for days.  But  he does  c o me  back and  says he 
th i nks  s he ’s there,  bu t  she d o es n ’t c ome  to the phone .
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i wa i t  for  m o r e ,  b u t  i t ’s o b v i o u s  I ' m n o t  g o i n g  t o  get  m u c h  o u t  
o f  h i m  r i gh t  now.  I ask h i m  to tell  M o m  it w o u l d  be  grea t  i f  she  
c a m e  to visi t .  I say m a y b e  t h e y  can  all c o m e  to vi si t .  I tell  h i m  
t h e r e ’s a m i c r o w a v e  her e  a n d  we can  m a k e  s o m e  p o p c o r n .
“ Sure ,  M a d d i e .  I ll tell her.  H e y  l i s t en ,  I g o t t a  go.
Yeah,  I t h i n k .  D o n ’t we  all.
At  d i n n e r ,  J a n i c e  si ts d o w n  next  to m e  w i t h  a c u p  o f  s o u p  a n d  
t h r e e  c r acke r s .  I guess  s h e ’s n o t  a b i n g e - a n d - p u r g e r ,  in s p i t e  of 
h e r  b ad  t e e t h .  S o m e  o f  t h e  gi r l s  l oad  u p  t h e i r  p l a t es ,  b u t  t h e y  re 
n o t  f o o l i n g  a n y o n e .  D a y  a f t e r  d a y  t h e y  s t u f f  t he i r  pie  ho l es  wi t h  
m a s h e d  p o t a t o e s  a n d  gravy,  a n d  I c o u l d  sti ll  g a t h e r  t h e m  all u p  in 
o n e  h a n d ,  let t h e m  fall ,  a n d  p l ay  p i c k - u p - s t i c k s  w i t h  t h e  resul t .  
S k i n n y  a n d  s t i f f  as p i n e  nee d l e s  in wi n t e r .
Li ke  J an i ce ,  I don ' t  v o m i t .  Af t e r  t h e  t u g  o f  wa r  w i t h  t he  
p i c t u r e  I d i d  feel l ike t h r o w i n g  up ,  b u t  all I m a n a g e d  to  b r i n g  
u p  was  s o m e  w a t e r y  bi le.  I h e r e  was  n o t h i n g  else t he r e .  It was  
c o m f o r t i n g ,  k n o w i n g  I was  e m p t y .  S o m e t i m e s  I i m a g i n e  t h a t  i f  I 
c o u l d  b e c o m e  e m p t y  e n o u g h ,  f lat  e n o u g h ,  I c o u l d  s l ip t h r o u g h  a 
c r ack  in t h e  f l oor  a n d  n e v e r  c o m e  bac k .  A p p a r e n t l y  a n o r e x i a  t akes  
m a n y  f o r m s  — so say t h e  social  wo r k e r s .  S o m e  o f  y o u  t h i n k  y o u  re 
fat even  t h o u g h  y o u ’re n o t .  (I ni s u r e  t h o s e  w e r e n  t Ms .  M o o r e ’s 
exac t  w o r d s . )  A n d  s o m e  of  yo u  k n o w  y o u ’re t h i n  b u t  st i l l  w a n t  
to be t h i n n e r ,  as if y o u  w a n t  to d i s a p p e a r .  W h e n  Ms .  M o o r e  said 
t ha t ,  it was  t h e  f i rst  t i m e  in m y  life I felt  l ike s o m e o n e  u n d e r s t o o d  
me.  T h e n  1 p o i n t e d  o u t  t o  he r  t h a t  she  d d e s c r i b e d  o n l y  t wo  f o r m s  
of t h e  i l lness,  n o t  “many .  But  she  was  u n i m p r e s s e d  by m y  a t t e n ­
t i on  to de t a i l .
J a n i c e  is p e r c h e d  nex t  to m e  o n  t h e  b e n c h ,  j us t  far e n o u g h  
away  t h a t  we  wo n ' t  b u m p  each  o t h e r  a c c i den t a l l y .  She  d o e s n  t 
l ook  at  me ,  a n d  I c e r t a i n l y  d o n ’t t r y  to c a t c h  he r  eye.  We  h a v e n  t 
s p o k e n  s i nce  t h e  i n c i d e n t .  S h e ’s a v o i d e d  me  a n d  e v e r y o n e  else,
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a n d  I haven ' t  t r i ed  to b r ea k  her  i so l a t i on .  I f igure  she can s t ew 
all she wa n t s  in her  r ed - pu r s e ,  l ock e d - d r a we r ,  c r o s s - c o u n t r y - b o y -  
f r i end  juices.
“ Hi ,  M a d d i e , ” she  peeps .
“ W h y  hel lo,  J a n i c e . ”
“ W h y  are you  so pi ssed of f?” H e r  voi ce  is s t r a i n e d  a n d  
h i g h - p i t c h e d ,  l ike a y a p p y  l i t t l e dog .
“ W h y  are you  n o t  p i ssed off,  J a n i c e ? ” I s n a t c h  up  my  t ray 
a n d  leave.  I don ' t  k n o w  wh e r e  this  c o m e s  f r om.  I t ’s n o t  l ike me.  
But  t he  i mage  o f  J an i ce  as she used to be has l odged  in my  s i ­
nuses ,  a g l uey  wa d  o f  p h l eg m .
I d e p o s i t  m y  e n t i r e  d i n n e r  at  t he  c l e a n - u p  area a n d  r ide a 
w e a k e n i n g  wave  o f  a n g e r  to s o m e  w i n d o w s  d o w n  t he  hal l .  T h e r e ’s 
no t  m u c h  to see o u t s i d e  t he  hos p i t a l .  I t ’s r a i n i ng ,  a n d  t he  b u i l d ­
ings a n d  s t reet s  a n d  cars  are d a r k  a n d  s l ick aga i ns t  a b l ack  b a c k ­
g r o u n d .  I he w i n d o w  ref lects  a vague  p u r p l e  o u t l i n e  o f  me.  I can 
a l m o s t  s t a n d  to l ook  at  thi s  b l u r r y  ve r s i on  of  mysel f .  S t r e a ms  o f  
rain spil l  d o w n  t he  o u t s i d e  o f  t he  glass.  I t race  o n e  o f  t h e m  wi t h  
my  f inger  b u t  it j u m p s  i n t o  o t he r s ,  w h i c h  t he n  spl i t  apa r t ,  a n d  i t ’s 
t oo  ha r d  to de c i de  w h i c h  b r a n c h  to fol low.
M a y b e  J a n i c e ’s q u e s t i o n  is a g o o d  o ne ,  s o m e t h i n g  I s h o u l d  
t h i n k  a b o u t  — w h y  I ’m pi ssed off.  I sweep  my  h a n d  across  my 
s t o m a c h .  Flat .  I ho l d  t he  smal l  o f  m y  ba c k  wi t h  t he  o t h e r  h a n d  
a n d  suck  in my  b r e a t h  un t i l  t h e r e ’s very l i t t l e space  b e t w e e n  my 
pa lms .  I c lose m y  eyes a n d  ho l d  m y s e l f  l ike t ha t  for  a whi l e ,  
b r e a t h i n g  as sha l l owl y  as poss ib l e .  S o m e d a y  I' ll be able  to feel t he  
i m p r i n t  o f  o n e  h a n d  wi t h  t he  o t her .
I d o n  t a n s we r  J a n i c e ’s q u e s t i o n .  My  f ami ly  does n ' t  visi t .  We  d o n ’t 
m a k e  p o p c o r n .  But  I d o  crawl  back  i n t o  my  o w n  skin .  I t ’s c o m ­
f o r t a b l e  t here .  N o  m o r e  g az i ng  at  r ivers of  rain on  t he  w i nd o w.  N o  
m o r e  p h o n e  calls.  I e m p t y  my  p a n t s  o f  c h a n g e .  C a r r y i n g  c h a n g e
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a r o u n d  in m y  p o c k e t s  was  b u l k y  a n y w a y  — n o t  nea r l y  as b u l k y  as 
t h r e e  mea l s  a day,  b u t  st i l l  a r e l i e f  to be  r id of,  a n d  easier .  A social  
w o r k e r  asks  m e  w h y  I k ee p  s m o o t h i n g  d o w n  m y  p a n t s  p o c k e t s ,  
b u t  1 d o n ’t k n o w  t h e  a n s w e r  so i n s t e a d  I tell  he r  t h e  j oke  a b o u t  
t h e  e l e p h a n t  a n d  t h e  a s p i r i n .  She  d o e s n  t l augh .
A we ek  goes  by a n d  w i t h  it t en  e x h a u s t i n g  g r o u p  d i s c u s ­
s i on  sess ions .  N o  o n e  n e w  has  a r r i v ed  s i nce  J a n i c e  a n d  n o  o n e  has  
left .  I a l ways  m a n a g e  to si t  nex t  t o  s o m e o n e  w i t h  b r e a t h  l ike a 
s o u r  d i s h c l o t h .  1 i m a g i n e  us all s t u c k  as we are,  h u r t l i n g  t h r o u g h  
space ,  t r a v e l i n g  fast  a g a i n s t  a b l ack ,  s t a r - s t u d d e d  u n i v e r s e  i n t o  
t h e  f u t u r e ,  fo r eve r  u n c h a n g i n g .  Bu t  jus t  as t h a t  i ma g e  is s e t t l i n g  
in,  s o m e t h i n g  shi f t s .  J a n i c e  a n d  M i r a n d a  s t a r t  to c o m e  a n d  go 
t o g e t h e r  a n d  c h a t  in l ow t o n e s  b e f o r e  d i s c u s s i o n  s t a r t s .  T h e y  b o t h  
d e v e l o p  a s o r t  o f  b r u i s e d  g l o w I 've neve r  seen be f or e ,  as i f  t h e y ’ve 
bee n  p o l i s h i n g  each  o t h e r  w i t h  large,  s m o o t h  s t ones .  S o m e t i m e s  
t h e y  l augh .  T h e  rest  o f  us c r i nge .  E/very d a y  J a n i c e ’s p o n y t a i l  has  
a l i t t l e  m o r e  b o u n c e ,  a l i t t l e  m o r e  ki ck.  P r e t t y  s o o n  s h e ’s g o i n g  to 
ne e d  a lasso.
J a n i c e  f i na l l y  t a lks  a b o u t  he r  b o y f r i e n d  in a g r o u p  ses ­
s i on  a n d  1 real i ze I vc b e e n  w a i t i n g  for  thi s .  I w o n d e r  i f  s h e ’ll 
a c k n o w l e d g e  o u r  ea r l i e r  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  m a y b e  w i t h  jus t  a g l a n c e  in 
m y  d i r e c t i o n ,  b u t  she  d o e s n ’t. It ' s O K  w i t h  me.  T h e r e  ar en ' t  m a n y  
t h i n g s  I ' m g o o d  at ,  b u t  b e i n g  i g n o r e d  is o n e  of t h e m .  S o m e o n e  
asks  J a n i c e  i f  she  has  a p i c t u r e  o f  h e r  b o y f r i e n d  a n d  she  says no  
w i t h o u t  h e s i t a t i n g .  I guess  I s h o u l d n ' t  be  s u r p r i s e d  by a n y t h i n g  
she  d o e s  at  t h i s  p o i n t ,  b u t  t h i s  st i l l  set s  m e  s p i n n i n g .  D u r i n g  t h e  
rest  o f  t h e  sess ion 1 p o n d e r  he r  r e s p o n s e .  M a y b e  I r u i n e d  t h a t  
n u g g e t  o f  s h o w - a n d - t e l l  for  her ,  a n d  i f  t h a t ’s t h e  case I ’m a c t u a l l y  
a l i t t l e  bi t  sor ry.  N o t  to wor r y ,  t h o u g h .  I f  a n y  t r u e  gu i l t  l eaks  in I 
can  a l ways  w i p e  it o u t  by  l o o k i n g  in t h e  mi r r o r .  I ’ve neve r  l o o k e d  
l ike J a n i c e  t h e  g r a p e ,  a n d  I neve r  wi l l ,  even  i f  I get  wel l .  Even  i f  
m y  m i d d l e  we r e  to swel l ,  even  if m y  a r m s  a n d  legs w e r e  t o  b e c o m e
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t h i c k  a n d  h e a r t y ,  I d st i l l  be  as r a w - l o o k i n g  as a f r e s h l y  d u g  r a d i s h .  
J a n i c e ,  t h o u g h .  J a n i c e  has  s o m e t h i n g  t o  lose.
F o r  t h e  res t  o f  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  I o b s e s s  a b o u t  J a n i c e s  u n ­
w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  s h a r e  t h e  p h o t o  w i t h  t h e  g r o u p .  B u t  I d o n ’t l o o k  
in t h e  m i r r o r ,  all t h e  s a m e .  Age s  a g o  I c o v e r e d  m y  m i r r o r  w i t h  a 
t a c k e d - u p  t o w e l  a n d  n o  o n e  has  c o m p l a i n e d  a b o u t  it ,  so w h y  r u i n  
a g o o d  t h i n g ?  I f i g u r e  I d o n ’t n e e d  a m i r r o r  t o  m e a s u r e  m y  p r o g ­
ress.  M y  t w o  p a l m s ,  p r e s s i n g  a g a i n s t  m y  f r o n t  a n d  m y  b a c k ,  a re  
a r e l i a b l e  gage .  R i g h t  n o w  t h e y  c a n  p r a c t i c a l l y  s m e l l  e a c h  o t h e r ’s 
s we a t  t h r o u g h  t h e  g a u z y  f i l m o f  m y  b o d y .
T h e  n e x t  m o r n i n g  t h e  d o c t o r  vi s i t s  m y  r o o m ;  t h e  n u r s e  d r a w s  m y  
b l o o d .  Th e y  m a k e  m e  s t a y  in b e d .  I t r y  t h e  f o o d  t h a t ’s d e l i v e r e d  
o n  a p e e l i n g  p l a s t i c  t ray,  b u t  it t a s t e s  l i ke  c h i c k e n  f e a t h e r s  a n d  
ge t s  s t u c k  o n  t h e  w a y  d o w n .  I h e y  h o o k  u p  a n  IV. I w o n d e r  w h e n  
J a n i c e  wi l l  c o m e  a n d  spi l l  t h e  wi l l  t o  l ive i n t o  t h e  p l a s t i c  b a g  o f  
c l o u d y  f l u i d ,  b u t  s h e  d o e s n ' t  s t o p  by.  I g u e s s  s h e  h a s n ’t f i g u r e d  o u t  
t h e  s o l u t i o n  yet .
I ’m a l l o w e d  o u t  o f  b e d  f o r  g r o u p  d i s c u s s i o n ,  a n d  w h e n  i t ’s 
m y  t u r n  t o  t a l k  I j us t  k e e p  m y  m o u t h  s h u t  i n s t e a d .  I s l i de  d o w n  
in m y  c h a i r  a n d  w a i t  f o r  M s .  H i l l ’s b a d g e r i n g .  W h e n  it c o m e s  i t ’s 
m o r e  l i ke  a f ew p r o d s  w i t h  a p a i r  o f  b l u n t  s c i s so r s  t h a n  a r o u n d  
f r o m  a m a c h i n e  g u n .  Easy  to  d o d g e .  I d o n ’t e v e n  l o o k  a t  h e r  w h i l e  
s h e  f o r k s  o u t  q u e s t i o n s ,  a n d  w h a t  a r e l i e f  t h a t  is. I n s t e a d  I t a k e  
in J a n i c e .  S h e ’s m o r e  g r a p e - l i k e  t h a n  ever .  H e r  face  is f i l l i ng  o u t ,  
all t h e  c r eas e s  s m o o t h i n g  as i f  i n j e c t i o n s  o f  s i l i c o n e  w e r e  c r a w l i n g  
a l o n g  u n d e r  t h e  s u r f a c e ,  p a c k i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  i n t o  all  t h e  h o l l o w  
spac es .  A n d  I ve n e v e r  s e e n  M i r a n d a  l o o k i n g  m o r e  b r i g h t - e y e d .  
S h e  s i t s  u p r i g h t ,  s h o u l d e r s  t h r o w n  b a c k ,  c h e s t  t h r u s t  o u t  — t h e  
p o s t u r e  t h a t ’s r e c o m m e n d e d  in t h e s e  p a r t s ,  as if we  w e r e  all l i v i n g  
in a 1 9 5 0 s  s i t c o m .  T h e s e  gi r l s  a r e  p r a c t i c a l l y  c h e r u b i c ,  g l i s t e n i n g  
w i t h  l i fe,  b u r s t i n g  at  t h e  s e a m s ,  y o d e l i n g  f r o m  t h e  g r e e n  h i l l t o p s .
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I m en ta l ly  p a in t  b r ig h t  red circles on the i r  checks,  and  the  p ic tu re  
is c om p le te .
And  then  1 sec it, I see w h a t ’s go ing  on .  I t ’s g ruesom e.  And 
i t ’s g lor ious .
They are feeding  on me,  Jan ice  and  M ir a n d a .  I he o ther s  
are, too ,  eve ryone  in the  circle.  I hey were n i b b l in g  at first,  and  
now t h e y ’re feast ing.  I offer  m yse l f  up.  I hois t  myself o n t o  the 
p la t te r  a nd  s t r e tch  o u t ,  jaw u n h i n g e d  a r o u n d  a waxed apple .  W i th  
every bi te  o f  their s  I lose a b u r d e n s o m e  c h u n k  of myself.  W i th  
every bi te  my flesh is t r a n s fo r m e d  in to  the ir  shapely musc les  and 
silky skin.  T h e y  b e c o m e  ravenous.  I hey fly and  shr iek,  c lawing 
at me  with  ta lons  and  beaks, r ip p i n g  ou t  my insides ,  d r i n k i n g  my 
b lood ,  t ea r ing  away the  def la ted organs .  I am an e m p t y  sleeve. 
They grow robus t .  I swirl d o w n  the  drain .  They b e c o m e  whole.
I c o m e  back to par t ia l  consc iousness  later, w ho  know s  how m uch  
t im e  has passed.  My head feels like a wa te r  ba l loon  s t r e tched  b e ­
y ond  capaci ty .  The circle  is gone ,  the sh iny  faces o f  my peers 
are gone ,  those  b u t t - n u m b i n g  chairs:  gone.  T h a n k s  be to Jesus,  
G r a n d m a .
1 have been useful ,  so now I ’m free. I ’m s u s p e n d e d  in a 
pool  o f  bleach,  where  eve ry th in g  is c lean.  My nos tr i ls  are cold bu t  
every o t h e r  pa r t  o f  me is w arm .  Every t im e  it seems like I m igh t  
surface I d rag  m yse l f  back d o w n .  My arm t ingles  and  1 sc ratch 
at it. Nurses  voices  are b e h in d  a th ick  hedge  of w h i t e  c o t to n .  
T h e r e ’s no  w ind .  The ocean  is p o u r in g  in to  my brain  and  then 
ou t .  In and  o u t .  Fierce and  calm.  Salty.
E ven tua l ly  I arr ive s o m e w h e r e  else bu t  I d o n ’t w an t  to be 
there .  I 'm cold  again.  I ope n  my eyes and  C h a d  is s t a n d i n g  r ight  
above me,  so I close t h em  again.  T h i s  isn't w ha t  I had in m in d .  
I was devou red  and  I s hou ld  be gone.  N o t  lying in a bed at the 
m ercy  of my b r o t h e r ’s bug-eyed  con fu s io n .  I ’ve never  k n o w n  any-
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one  w h o ’s mor e  easi ly a s ton i shed .
“M a d d i e ? ” He  s o u n d s  anxious ,  so h e ’s been in here long 
e n o ug h  tha t  h e ’s no longer  s t oned .  I o pe n  my eyes,  focus  on his 
face.  His  eyes are red.  “Maddie?
I wa n t  to ask h i m it he knows  any  o t h e r  words ,  hu t  when  
I op e n  my m o u t h  to speak,  my lips are s tuck  t oge t he r  a nd  a big 
c h u n k  o f  skin rips off. I can taste my u p p e r  lip b leeding.  C h a d  
looks l ike h e ’s go ing  to e i t her  pass ou t  or  t h r ow  up.  At  least  t h e re ’s 
a new express ion on  his face.
“W h a t  are you  d o i n g  here,  C h a d ? ”
He  smiles ,  s h o wi ng  his b r ok e n  t oo t h .  Mos t  peop l e  w h o ’d 
lost  hal t  a f ron t  t o o t h  w o u l d  learn to smi le  wi th  the i r  lips closed,  
b u t  no t  C h a d .  He  d o e s n ’t give a crap.  “ I got  h u n g r y , ” he says. “ I 
t h o u g h t  I m i g h t  swing  by tor  some  p o p c o r n . ”
“ I l i ed,” I say. “T h e r e ’s no mi c rowave  in here,  a nd  no p o p ­
c o r n . ”
He  snor t s .  “ I k n ow  tha t ,  Ma d d i e .  I t ’s a fuck i ng  hospi ta l .  
I ’m no t  d u m b . ” He  d rops  i n t o  the  cha i r  next  to my bed,  and  it 
creaks u n d e r  his weight .
“Chr i s t ,  C h a d ,  be careful .  Ma ybe  if  you d i d n ’t eat  so m u c h  
C a p ’n C r u n c h  you w o u l d n ’t break the f u r n i t u r e . ”
“Shu t  you r  face,  M a d d i e . ” He  kicks his legs o u t  s t ra ight ,  
looks at  the  cei l ing for a few mi nu t e s .  Goes  in to  one  o f  his t r a n c ­
es, t he n  re turns .
“ H o w  a b o u t  a s tory? I offer.  “I ’ll tell you a s t o ry  a b o u t  
this hell hole.  A b o u t  all t he  o th e r  freaks in here.  You just  sit there 
a nd  l isten and  I ’ll t a lk . ”
“T h a t ’ll be a nice c h a n g e . ” C h a d  never  passes up  an o p ­
p o r t u n i t y  lor  sarcasm.
I press the  b u t t o n  to ad j us t  my bed so I can sit up.  I he 
m o t o r  is s low and  s ou n d s  l ike a wheez i ng  par ro t .  Pr ime  equ i p -
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m e n t .  For  us,  n o t h i n g  b u t  t h e  bes t .  I p u n c h  m y  p i l l ows  i n t o  
s h ap e .  “ You w a n t  m e  to tel l  y o u  a s t o r y ? ’
H e  rol l s his eyes.  “ I ’m n o t  g o n n a  beg. '
“ O K  t h e n .  C o m i n g  r i gh t  up .  1 l ook  d o w n  at  t h e  f loor ,  
w h e r e  a s i ng l e  c r ack  spl i t s  t h e  s u r f a ce  f r o m t h e  c o r n e r  of m y  bed  
1 t o  t h e  far  wal l .  I b r e a t h e  in,  a n d  t h e  c r ack  s ee ms  to  b r e a t h e  t oo ,  
t o  w i d e n  a n d  i nv i t e  m e  in.  1 h e n  I b r e a t h e  o u t  in a r u s h  a n d  t he  
’ c r ack  s l i ms  up ,  c l o s i n g  m e  off .  “ Yeah , ” 1 b a r k .  “ I guess  I ’ve go t  
n o t h i n g  b e t t e r  t o  do . '
A n d  1 s t a r t  t a l k i ng .  I tell  h i m  a b o u t  Gi g i .  A b o u t  M i r a n d a  
a n d  J an i ce .  A b o u t  Ms .  M o o r e  a n d  Ms .  Hi l l .  A b o u t  t o we l - c o v e r e d  
m i r r o r s  a n d  pigs  o n  p l a t t e r s  a n d  f l e s h - e a t i n g  gi r l s.  Even  a b o u t  
h o p e - f i l l e d  IV bags ,  a n d  a b o u t  IV bags  f i l led w i t h  n o t h i n g  at  all.  
E v e n t u a l l y  C h a d  falls as l eep in t h e  cha i r ,  hi s  s h i r t  s c r u n c h e d  up  
to reveal  a s l ice o f  f l abby  bel ly.  T h e  n u r s e  c o m e s  a n d  wa k e s  h i m  
up  a n d  says v i s i t i n g  h o u r s  are  over .  H e  s t u m b l e s  o u t .  I he  n u r s e  
l ooks  b a c k  at  m e  ove r  he r  s h o u l d e r  be f o r e  s h u t t i n g  t h e  d o o r ,  t h e  
s ide  o f  h e r  n e c k  t r i p l i n g  i n t o  sof t  d i a g o n a l  folds .
A n d  me ,  I j us t  kee p  o n  t a l k i n g .  T o  mysel f .  To  t h e  c r a c k  in 
t h e  f loor .  To  t h e  ra in t a p p i n g  o n  t h e  w i n d o w .  M a y b e  t hes e  s t or i es  
are t h e  r eas on  I ’m sti ll  here .  I ’m n o t  e m p t y  yet .  T h e  w o r d s  keep  
we l l i n g  u p  a n d  s p i l l i n g  o u t ,  m y  o w n  b l e a t i n g  r h y t h m ,  n e v e r - e n d ­
ing,  l ike waves  u n b u r d e n i n g  aga i ns t  t h e  s an d .  I c h a n t .  I m u m b l e .  
I h u m .  M a y b e  m y  y o - y o  is w h i r l i n g  up .  O r  m a y b e  i t ’s s p i n n i n g  
d o w n .  U p  o r  d o w n .  I t ’s a l ways  a l i t t l e  h a r d  t o  tell .
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M l A A Y U M I  m a l h o t r a
M O TH E R  AT BATH
A t  the end she m os t ly  s lept,  had l i t t l e  to say.
They swabbed her sk in to fend o f f  fever 
b l i t  s t i l l  her tongue  cracked l ike  o ld  leather.
S t i l l  her l ips peeled, h ips th in n e d ,  legs 
shrank  in t he i r  sockets and tu rne d  to baggy, 
f lesh -co lo red  stock ings .  T h e y  cu t  a sl i t  
in her n i g h t g o w n — p in k ,  pu f fed  sleeves, 
washed and re tu rned  her to sleep.
T h e  a f te rn oon  she d ied,  she was l y in g  on her side
when,  f ro m  beyond the f rame o f  bod y
and bedside came a g lo w  tha t  bathed  her sk in
w i t h  an unca n n y  luster. Sprays o f  l i g h t
f ro m  the cu t  face o f  her w e d d in g  r ing ,
go ld  f lecks sent s p in n in g  across the ce i l ing .
W h a t  they remember :  her eyes, ope n ing ,  
b lue-g ray  and rh e u m y  w i t h  wonder.  Ah!  
she said, l ike  a ch i ld ,  p o i n t i n g  at the w i l d  
in f le c t ion s  o f  l i g h t  as they lept  h a rum -sca rum  
across the ro om .  W ash bo w l  to Vasel ine jar  
to w in d o w p a n e ;  look!  she said, hands f l y i n g  
th ro u g h  air, and again, look!
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M O N T R E U X  R O T H O L T Z
HOG
I II never breed such beasts again.
Her ears and hal f  her face eaten, 
what  a way. T he  ladder come down.
Pinch of  seven hundred  pound  savory, 
succ inct l y  pu t  to i t ,  an attack or  accident  
where in  some way she fel l  and then they 
ate her. Dentures left  on the f loor  
of the enclosure,  and part of  an entra i l .  
Joy fu l l y  the local paper comeuppance 
w i th  i t ,  shiver o f  si lver hog meat 
and blue r ibb on  wins,  prize money  
go ing to funeral  costs. I heard the pig 
sm oo th ly  butchered,  packed in plastic.
I heard he was an hour  in the dy ing.
I heard, and this is t rue,  the meat ro t ten  
and the veins l ike the cables o f  a br idge.
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C D y l a n  Ba s s e t t
T h e  C a r  is a  C a r  L e a v i n g
1.
Ignore  the road. I n k y  green m o o n l i g h t  suspended l ike  a f ish on 
a hook .  Stars spin in ch ro n o lo g ica l  order . Snow fal ls against  the 
w in d s h ie ld  l i ke  a sideways tear.
2 .
We were o n l y  yesterday d re a m in g  in circles. I said W h e n  w i l l  I be­
come inv is ib le? and yo u  said People see each o the r  in eve ry th in g .
I saw yo u r  face in m y  e m p ty  bow l  and I tapped i t  w i t h  a spoon.
3 .
C o ld  gets in t h ro u g h  the vent .  Im ag ined  smell  o f  w a rm  bread. 
T h i s  is w ha t  happens to a m a n ’s shoes when  he dies, to a t raveler  
w h o  unders tands the words  bu t  n o t  the language.  B roken radio 
recept ion  m im ic s  voices o f  the dead. I he car t ires h u m  in to  the 
donkey-headed  nowhere.
4 .
Disaster means lack o f  star. T h e  last t im e  you  were in th is  car we 
ro l led  the w in d o w s  up.  You said a b i rd  breaks in to  petals the m o ­
ment  i t  h i ts  a wa l l .  A l ready  y o u r  red hai r  waved in the w in d  l ike 
a goodbye handkerch ie f .
3 .
C o n s ide r  the road:  every lovescape is in a rearv iew m i r r o r :  b lack 
feathered l ig h te n in g :  a b leat o f  m ig r a t i n g  b i rds:  the car is a car 
leaving: a p in w hee l  o f  l i g h t  in the so l i t a ry  c o n f i n e m e n t  o f  the 
universe.
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K r i s t i n  G e o r g e  Ba g d a n o v
C h i l d ’s  F i r s t  En c o u n t e r  w i t h  La n g u a g e  a s  p o w e r
Bird in m y  h a n d ,  f l u s hed  
wi t h  n e w  b l o o d  a n d  f ragi le.
U n f o l d  t h e  p a p e r  a n d  read w h a t  I have  
wr i t t e n :  H ate my M other, H ate  my Father,
too. I s uck  thi s  m e a t  un t i l  it is b o n e
in m y  t h r o a t .  Fat  c o m f o r t :  t h a t  1 c o u l d  o p e n
my  h a n d — let  go  C l e n c h  m y  f inger s ,
a f i st ful  o f  f e a t he r s  s h u t  i ns i de  m y  drawer .
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D a n i e l  T y x
a s  t h e  C r o w  F l i e s
My son is in to  birds.  Really, really in to  birds.  He is r id ing  in the 
back in his carseat ,  c lu tch in g  a v o lu m in o u s  ha rdbac k  copy  of The 
Sibley G uide to Birds in his two year-o ld  hands .  He flips t h ro u g h  
the pages, reci t ing the names  o f  each f inely-deta i led  p a in t in g  as 
the sco rched  Rio G ra n d e  Valley landscape scrolls by ou ts ide  the 
car windows.  Great egret. Snow y egret. Great blue heron. Yellow- 
crow ned n igh t heron. We are trave ling in ou r  black s ta t ion  wagon 
with  t in ted  w in dow s  tha t  my fr iend M a r th a  has n ic k n a m e d  la car- 
rosa, the Hearse.  O u r  two dogs,  the elder  recently  d iagnosed  with 
cl inical depress ion ,  are in the back back.  lo the luggage rack, 
my fa the r - in - law  has a t tached  a beige Sears car  topper,  acqu i red  
at a W i n te r  Texan RV Park auc t ion .  We are the A ddam s  family 
meets  N a t iona l  L a m p o o n ’s Family Vacat ion  meets  a b u d d y  movie 
in w hich  one o f  the leads harbors  a pa thologica l  fear of  t ru ck - s to p  
res trooms.
“You’re go ing  on a t rip,  my son proc la im s  from the b a c k ­
seat. For w hatever  reason,  he tends  to mix up p ro n o u n s .  You is /  
and  /  is you. “You’re go ing  to Amari l lo.  You’re go ing  to see b irds .”
I am dr iv ing  on the tw o- lane  Expressway 83, w hich  one 
cou ld  theore t ica l ly  take all the way across the coun t ry ,  from 
Brownsvil le  to Saskatchewan.  I avoid the in te rs ta tes,  in par t  be ­
cause I have a bo rde r l ine  parano iac  fear o f  b reak ing  dow n and 
be ing  s t randed  in traffic with  my son and  two dogs. And in part  
because I am h o p in g  to see a n o th e r  piece of Amer ica,  the less- 
t raveled open  spaces tha t  the in te rs ta tes  rush on by.
I have lived in the Valley, on -and -o f f ,  for n ine  years, bu t  
1 have never before found  reason to ven ture  this far west.  C e n t u -  
ry-old hac iendas  c ru m b le  dow n sc ru b -b ru sh  hills in to  fo rgo t ten  
s tr eambeds .  In the lane of o n c o m in g  traffic,  I spot  a cres ted cara 
cara lu n c h in g  on the b lu d g e o n ed  carcass of  a mid-sized  m am m al .
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Two m o n t h s  ago,  its exi s t ence w o u l d n ’t have even regi s tered in 
my consciousness .  T h a t  was before  my son's mos t  recent  f asc ina­
t ion.  It is a car r ion  bi rd,  bu t  inf ini t e ly  mor e  beaut i fu l  t han  a b u z ­
zard.  Its d o w n w a r d - p o i n t i n g  bill is fiery r ed- or ange  at the  base,  
powde r  blue  at t he  t ip,  its chest  e mb l a z o n e d  wi t h  a var i egated 
pa t t e rn  o f  b r own  a nd  whi t e ,  l ike a h a n d - w o v e n  Mexican  bl anke t .  
And  the name.  Jus t  the  m e n t i o n  o f  i t— the al l i t erat ive "c,’ the 
r epe t i t i on  of the  s ame  w o r d — is e n o u g h  to el ici t  a s i de l ong  smi le  
f rom my son each t i me  we t u rn  to its page.
T h i s  is t he  first t ime  e i t her  o f  us has ever  seen the  bi rd in 
the  flesh.  Ea t i ng  flesh.  I gl ance back,  a n t i c i pa t i ng  the glee r ad i a t ­
ing f rom his face. But  he is asleep.  T he u p t u r n e d  Sibley G u i d e  
rises and  falls on  his chest .  I t ry to t ake a ment a l  p h o t o g r a p h  o f  
the caracara  as we whoos h  by, s t a r t l i ng  the magn i f i cen t  bi rd over  
to the  oppos i t e  shoulder .
If  on l y  Laura were here  to apprec i a t e  the  s i gh t i ng  wi th 
me.  1 wa s n ’t s uppos ed  to be m a k i n g  this leg o f  the  t r ip alone.  At 
t he  last m i n u t e ,  t he  high school  asked her  to a t t e nd  a t wo- day  
t r a in ing.  We re expec t ed  at a w e d d i n g  in De nve r  on Fr iday ni ght ,  
and  t oday  is Monday .  In a f o r me r  life, we cou ld  have ma de  the 
t r ip in t wo - an d - a - h a l f  days,  no p r ob l e m.  I hat  was t hen ,  this is 
now.  We b o u g h t  her  and  my t wo m o n t h - o l d  d a u g h t e r  a plane 
t icket  to Amar i l lo .  My son a nd  I set o f f  on the first leg, solo.  
Af ter  Denver ,  ou r  final  des t i na t i on  is my mother ' s  house  in Iowa 
Ci ty,  t he  place new ac qua i n t a nc e s  are refer r ing to whe n  they ask,  
i nnoc e n t l y  e n o u g h ,  t he  i nevi table  fol low up ques t i on :  But  where  
is home home?
I glance d o wn  at the  t r ip o dome t e r ,  whi ch  I set at  zero 
as we pul l ed ou t  o f  the  dr iveway o f  t he  house  we b o u g h t  just  
this vear.  T hi r ty- f ive miles d o w n ,  a t h o u s a n d  more  to go.  I pop  
a Lifesaver  m i n t  i n to  my  m o u t h  f rom the j umbo- s i ze  bag on the
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passenger  seat anti s tare  at the road ahead.  1 w o-and -a -ha l f  days in 
a car wi th  a two year-old gives you  a lot oi  t ime  to th ink .
West  o f  Roma,  my son in fo rms  me tha t  he needs to go pot ty . We 
pull  o f f  the h ighway and  look for signs o f  life. N ine  o’clock in 
the m o rn i n g  and  no one  is a ro u n d .  Passing th ro u g h  a d o w n t o w n  
straight  ou t  o f  my f a th e r ’s spaghet t i  Weste rn  im ag ina t ion ,  a gold- 
leafed p laque  info rms  us tha t  this  was the locat ion  for the f i lm ­
ing o f  Z a p a ta , s ta r r ing  M a r lon  Brando.  I can' t escape the feel ing 
tha t  I ’m ac tual ly  on a H o l lyw ood  s o u n d  stage,  a p re s e n t im en t  
exace rbated by the m any  bu i ld ings  that  are only  facades, the in ­
sides gu t te d  in p repa ra t ion  for some l o n g -h o p e d - fo r  renovat ion .  
Finally, I spo t  a sign for a W or ld  Bi rd ing  C e n t e r  visi tor  center,  
which sounds  p romis ing .  Turns  ou t  i t ’s closed,  bu t  we park  a n y ­
way. I un load  my son and  the dogs and  head in the d i rec t ion  o f  a 
fo r lo rn obse rva t io n  deck ove r look ing  the River. Iwenty-f ive feet 
d ow ns t re a m ,  a Border  Patrol  SU V is idling.  I s take ou t  a pos i t ion 
on the o th e r  side o f  the only tree in s ight ,  a sp ind ly  ebony,  and 
hope  the officer  do e s n ’t no t ice  my three t rave l ing c o m p a n i o n s  
s im u l taneous ly  do in g  thei r  business.
W h e n  they ’re done ,  I ho ld  the leashes in my left hand  
and my son’s h a nd  in my r ight .  We scam per  back to the deck.  I 
scan the b ranches  o f  the craggy mesqu i te s  c l ing ing  to the c rus ted  
e m b a n k m e n t ,  look ing  for one  o f  the special ty  birds  featured on 
the faded s ignage. A lta m ira  oriole. Green jay. ( Jay-colored robin. 
A c r u m p l e d - u p  W h a ta b u r g e r  bag has been s tuffed be tween  the 
guardrai ls  t h ro u g h  which  my son gazes ou t  at the expanse  be ­
low. U ps t ream , the river cleaves in two to c i r cum nav iga te  a large 
island. T h e  trees there  are more  expansive,  leaves th icker  and  
darker  green,  pe rhaps  the r em n a n t s  o f  the s lende r  swath of r ipa r ­
ian forest that  used to press against  the River’s fert ile curves,  in 
a n o th e r  century.
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HI otro lado  is a s andy b a n k  wi t h  a few benches ,  the  peel ing 
pa in t  visible even f rom ou r  far -of f  van tage  po i n t .  A t r io of bony  
dogs  r u m m a g e s  t h r o u g h  pieces o f  l i t ter  next  to a h a l f - u p t u r n e d  
metal  t r a shcan .  Beyond,  a few semis  t raverse the i n t e r na t i ona l  
br idge ,  s p o u t i n g  p l ume s  o f  th ick  black s moke  in to  t he  cerul ean 
sky. Just  a few weeks  ago,  1 read in ou r  local  paper ,  n i ne  me n  were 
f ound  dead in this city, thei r  bodies  d i s m e mb e r e d  and  left  on 
display.  H o w  far was t ha t  f rom the  spot  wher e  we are s t andi ng?
“ Lo o k , ” my son says,  p o i n t i n g  above it all. I t ry to fol low 
the  invisible l ine e x t e n d i n g  o u t wa r d  f rom his f inger  i n to  t he  i nf i ­
ni te  blue  space.  “ I t ’s a crow.  He  reaches ou t  as t h o u g h  to t ouch  
it. “ i t ’s f lying to Me x i c o . ’’
Sure e n o u g h ,  a s ingle crow swoops  high above us, its black 
feathers  i ncandes cen t  in the  m i d - m o r n i n g  sunl i ght .  By now my 
son is j u m p i n g  u p  and  d o w n  wi t h  exc i t emen t .  “ I t ’s f lying to Mex-  
i -co,” he repeats ,  p u n c t u a t i n g  each syl lable for e mphas i s ,  r a u ­
cous ly  i nd i f fe r en t  to my  indi f ference .  He  is two years old,  I re­
m i n d  myself .  He  does n  t care if the  bi rd is a special ty or  not .  He  
loves bi rds ,  a nd  the  c row is a b i r d — even if it is, l ike the  caracara ,  
a h a r b i nge r  o f  dea th .  And  i t ’s f lying to a n o t h e r  count ry .  True, he 
chases t he  same bi rd a r o u n d  ou r  backyard  on a regular  basis,  bu t  
maybe  the  fact  t ha t  t he  c row is so q u o t i d i a n  makes  it even more  
i mpac t f u l .  So fami l iar ,  and  it is f lying to another  country.
S o m e t h i n g  else I read recent ly:  Ame r i c an  Cr ows  are c o o p ­
erat ive breeders .  M e a n i n g  t ha t  t hei r  o f f spr ing  d o n ’t l eave— they 
stay wi t h  the f ami ly for  four  or  five years,  s o me t i me s  even longer.  
Sibl ings  raise s ibl ings.  C h i l d r e n  care for parent s .  Ne s t i ng  t e r r i ­
t o ry  is i nhe r i t e d  f rom parent s  only  whe n  they die.  C row famil ies  
st ick together .
Ever s ince t he  b i r t h  o f  my son,  my m o t h e r  has been m a k ­
ing not - so-vei l ed  hint s .  T h e r e ’s an o p e n i n g  at t he  U of I, c o l ­
leagues will soon ret i re at  her  un iver s i t y  in Ce d a r  Rapids .  C o m -
m u n i t y  college teach ing  is such a heavy load. Laura’s pa rent s ,  up 
the road in Wiscons in ,  are even more  explicit .  “Your m o th e r  and 
I just wan t  you to know,” my fa ther- in - law  says, as we got  ready 
to pull ou t  o f  their  dr iveway after  last year's now -annua l  Midwest  
S u m m e r  Baby Tour,  “tha t  the t h ing  that  would  make  us h a p p i ­
est in our  later  years is hav ing  you closer to h o m e .” His s incer ity  
was colossal.  N ow  that  my d a u g h te r  has arr ived,  o f  course,  things 
have only go t ten  worse.  “ I t ’s hard to feel e m o t iona l ly  c lose,” my 
m o the r - in - l a w  tells Laura,  “when you' re  so geographical ly  di s­
t a n t . ” O n l y  my father,  his skeleton pock -m arked  by metasta t ic  
cancer,  seems at peace with ou r  decis ion.
I h e  crow makes a wide tu rn ,  traces the River’s gent ly  
w ind ing  path ups tr eam. My son has moved on to inves t igat ing 
a bo t t l e  cap nest ing  between  two f loorboards .  According  to the 
Sibley G uide , crows are only par t ia l ly  migratory.  Some ind ividuals  
spend their  ent i re  lives in one place. O th e r s  travel thousands  o f  
miles. Is this home? I wonde r ,  as I ga ther  the crew and p repare  to 
hit  the road. Or do you  have a long jo u rn ey  ahead o f  you, too?
W h e n  I see the caracara pa ir  perched on an oil pipel ine  ove r look­
ing Laredo,  I know i t ’s t ime to s top.  By all i nd ica t ions ,  no one 
has used the gravel road leading up to the picnic  area in a very 
long t ime.  But  every th ing  seems to have been bui l t  in a n t i c ip a ­
t ion of a future  date  like today, when  no one would  s top,  or  make  
any effort  at repair. T h e  picnic  table to which  1 lug ou r  coo le r—  
filled by Laura with enough  t u n a  fish and PB & J sandwiches  to 
last us a m o n th  in the wi lderness— is a solid h u n k  o f  concrete ,  
as is the shade s t ruc tu re  overhead,  s t rong  enough  to survive the 
apocalypse. 1 hen again,  isn’t there  s o m e th in g  already apocalypt ic  
a bou t  the landscape: the tho rns  and burrs  o f  the w in d - s tu n t e d  
vegeta t ion,  the listless g ray-brown o f  the land u n d e rn e a th ,  the 
indust r ia l  wasteland  o f  the city splayed ou t  like a corpse in the
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des iccated  basin at the r c s t - s top ’s feet?
T h e  Rio G r a n d e  Valley is no t  a beau t i fu l  place,  at least 
no t  in anv  c o n v e n t i o n a l  sense.  I he ravaged c o m p le x io n  of the 
l andscape  makes  no  e ffor t  to h ide  ha rd sh ip ,  lonel iness ,  pa in.  “ I 
never  kn e w  tha t  I grew up  in a fo res t , ” Laura  is fond  o f  saying,  
“unt i l  1 moved  to the Valley. W h e n  peop le  ask w here  she is from, 
she does no t  hesi t a te  in her  response.  W isc ons in .  I, on the o th e r  
h a n d ,  have taken  to ca l l ing this  place h o m e ,  even if the  answer 
feels t e n ta t ive  on m y  to n g u e ,  and  no one  believes  my answer  a n y ­
way.
T h e  caracaras  wa tch  us with  in terest ,  p e rhaps  in hopes  o f  
the i r  next  meal .  M e an w h i l e  my son is in ecstasy. 1 set d ow n  the 
coo le r  and  s p r in t  af t er  h im ,  b e n d in g  d ow n  to pick up  a lost shoe 
a lo ng  the way. “A cres ted  caracara!"  he exclaims,  his expression 
convey ing  u n m i t i g a t e d  glee. “T h e  crested caracaras  are s i t t ing  on 
the  p ipe!”
I ca tch  m yse l f  in the th roes  of pa ren ta l  pr ide .  I t ’s one  
t h in g  to m e m o r iz e  the pages o f  a book ,  1 t h in k ,  in thei r  p r e ­
sc r ip ted  order .  I t ’s a n o t h e r  t h in g  a l toge the r  to be able to ident i fy  
t h e m  in the wild.  T h e  jacket  o f  the  Sibley G uide  i n fo rm s  readers 
t h a t  its au tho r ,  the wor ld 's  fo rem ost  a u th o r i t y  on all t h ings  birds ,  
began ser ious  s tudy  “at the  t e n d e r  age o f  seven.” D u r i n g  my son's 
last ped ia t r i c ian  visit ,  we were asked if his voc a bu la ry  exceeds 
t w o - h u n d r e d  words.  Two h u n d r e d  words? H o w  a b o u t  two h u n ­
dred  birds?
Laura w or r ie s— at m o m e n t s ,  for ins tance,  w hen  my son 
feels c o m pe l le d  to w h ip  ou t  the  bird b o o k  to d e m o n s t r a t e  his 
abi l i ty  to d i s t ingu ish  Ba l t imore ,  O r c h a r d ,  H o o d e d ,  Bu l locks ,  
A u d u b o n ,  and  A l tam ira  or ioles  to a bewi ld e red  fel low t o d d l e r —  
tha t  the i n te ns i ty  of his passions  will prove,  in the long  haul ,  
social ly  p ro b le m a t ic .  1 m less c o n c e r n e d  th a n  fasc inated by the 
or ig ins  of his s ingu la r  c o n c e n t r a t i o n .  W h y  birds?
Like m any  o f  the mysteries o f  p a r e n t h o o d — why does he 
th row a h is t r ion ic  t a n t r u m  in the backseat  any t im e I a t t e m p t  a 
song tha t  is no t  Raffi ’s “'Lake Me O u t  to the Ball G a m e ? ” on the 
car s tereo— I d o n ’t total ly  u n d e r s t a n d  it. I do suspect  tha t  it is his 
p a re n t s ’ fault .  His m idd le  name is Byrd; he was nam ed  for a f am ­
ily f r iend who  was f o und ,  m any  hours  after  his dea th  at age fifty, 
on an ice-crusted O h i o  ski trail.  Like my son,  the fr iend had been 
n i ckna m ed  Birdy, and  names are destiny. My fa the r ’s f r iend also 
was in to  birds , fascinat ing  me as a chi ld  with his encyc lopedic  
abi l i ty to m im ic  the s t range c l i ck-and-whis t le  language o f  their  
calls.
C otorrito , M a r th a  calls my son,  on a f t e rnoons  when  she 
comes  over to feed us bo th  hoja de p la tano  tamales  while  Laura is 
at work.  L ittle  parrot.
It may also have to do with l iving in the Valley, appa ren t ly  
the Mecca o f  N o r t h  A m erican  bi rding.  A sign at the Santa  Ana 
Wildl i fe  Refuge— a t h i r t y - m i n u t e  dr ive from our  new house—  
claims tha t  more  bird species have been spo t t ed  w i th in  the ref­
uge’s borders  than  in every s ta te besides Texas, c o m b in e d .  Every 
winter ,  t housa nds  of b in ocu la r -eyed  M idw es te rn  sep tu agenar ians  
flock sou th  in hopes of c a tch ing  a g l impse  of a yellow -^reen vireo 
or  a ferrug inous pygm y-ow l.
But does all this explain why Birdy grav i ta ted,  u n p r o m p t ­
ed, toward  the dus ty  b i rd w a tc h in g  book  on ou r  she lf— a n o th e r  
i tem in a growing  catalog  o f  unreal ized projects? O r  the fact that ,  
unable  to read or cons is ten t ly  co n s t ru c t  a c om p le te  sentence,  he 
has been able to m em or ize  all f o u r - h u n d re d  pages o f  the novice 
Birds of Texas, to the po in t  where  has now g radua ted  to the a d ­
vanced Sib ley? W h a t ,  in view o f  all the  ent i t ie s  to which  we could  
choose  to a t t ach  ou r  passions— if, in fact, choice is involved at 
all— makes us love w ha t  we love?
I sweep my son in to  my arms and  carry him back to the
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conc r c t c - b l oc k  pi cni c  tabic.  We sit next  to each o t he r  on the 
be nc h ,  ea t i ng  s andwi ches  a nd  d r i n k i n g  cans  o f  J ume x  m a n g o  
juice,  mi r r o r  images  to t he  pai r  o f  caracaras  wa t c h i n g  us wa t c h i n g  
t h e m in the d i s t ance.  W h e n  we get  up to c o n t i n u e  o u r  t r ip,  the  
caracaras  t ake f l ight  as well ,  t hei r  e x t e nde d  wings  p rope l l i ng  t hem 
in f o r mi da b l e  hur s t s  o u t  over  the  bluff .  We wa t ch  t he m unt i l  t hey 
arc i nd i s t i ngu i sha b l e  f rom the  dus t - ha z ed  ou t l i nes  o f  the  ci ty b e ­
low.
1 have been wor r i ed  a b o u t  the  Border  Pat rol  c h e c k p o i n t  s ince 
before  we left. T h e  t op p e r  is my mai n  c oncer n .  W h a t  if t he  o f ­
ficers dec ide  t hey need to inspect  it? I s t ruggled for a ha l f - hou r  
to s tu f f  ou r  c a m p i n g  gear  in to  its whale- l i ke  hel lv a nd  secure the  
e l abor a t e  h a nd - r i gged  sys tem o f  U- ho l t s  a nd  cl ips m e a n t  to keep 
it f rom d i sgor g i ng  its c o n t e n t s  o n t o  t he  highway.  I i magi ne  m y ­
self  s t a n d i ng  in the  d o o r  f r a me — screw dr iver  and  m o n k e y  wr ench  
in h a nd ,  my  son bawl i ng  inconsolably,  my men t a l l y  uns t ab l e  dogs 
s na r l i ng  at the  g i gant i c  d r ug- s n i f f i ng  G e r m a n  S h e p h e r d s — as my 
ha nds  f rui t lessly f iddle.  T h e  m e m o r y  is still fresh o f  ou r  last t r ip,  
in wh i c h  a b l ue - s h i r t cd  I SA agent  seized Bi rdy’s Raggedy An d y  
dol l  f rom his c lu t ches  to run it t h r o u g h  the X- Ray  mach i ne .  His 
r eac t ion was not  one  I care to have repeated.
T h e  road veers to the  no r t h ,  away f rom the  border .  As the 
mi les  a c c u m u l a t e  on the  od o m e t e r ,  the  hope  buds  t ha t  there  will 
he no c h e c k p o i n t  on  this  sect ion o f  highway,  as t here  is on  the 
now- f ami l i a r  i n te r s t a t e  c o n n e c t i n g  the  Val ley to San A n t o n i o .  O f  
course ,  it wou l dn ' t  make  sense,  hu t  I 've seen t he  bo r de r  wall .  Af ­
ter  t ha t  m a d e - f o r - T V  a m a l g a m a t i o n  o f  s e c o n d - h a n d  scrap meta l  
a ppe a r i ng  on l y  i n t e r mi t t e n t l y  on the Ri ve r s  n o r t h e r n  b a n k — I no 
l onger  expect  these t h ings  to make  sense.
No'  houses ,  a nywher e .  Just one  endless ,  un f enc e d  field o f  
elect r ic  green mes qu i t e ,  and  yet ,  t he  t raffic.  A t ruck  ca roms  by
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every two seco n d s  in the  o p p o s i n g  lane,  s h o v in g  us b r u s q u e ly  to 
the  side.  M o r e  t ru cks ,  u nsa t i s f i ed  w i th  m y  s p e e d — I h a v e n ’t yet 
c o n v i n c e d  m y s e l f  th a t  the  t o p p e r  will  n o t  b low  o f f— bul ly  thei r  
fe ro ci ous  gri lles i n to  m y  rear-view  m i rro r ,  d e m a n d i n g  th a t  I move 
over  to the  s h o u l d e r  so they  can squeeze  th e i r  way t h r o u g h .  N o  
is n o t  an ac cep tab le  answer.  W T e re  are all these  vehic les  going? 
1 rac ing  my p l a n n e d  r o u t e  on o u r  n e w ly - p u r c h a s e d  road atlas,  
Lau ra  had keyed in on this se c t i on  w i th  a c o n c e r n e d  look.  “ Looks  
p r e t t y  deso la te ,  s h e d  said.  U n l ik e  me,  fear ing the  c ru sh  o f  t r a f ­
fic m o re  th a n  a n y t h i n g ,  he r  gr eat es t  fear is b e in g  s t r a n d e d  in the  
wi lderne ss .  Bu t  w h o  k n e w  the re  w o u l d  be so m a n y  p eo p le  in such 
a h u r r y  to get  no whe re?
Bi l lboa rd s  s p r o u t i n g  f r om  the  b r u s h l a n d  begin  to adv e r t i se  
c o r p o r a t e  h o u s i n g  c o m m u n i t i e s  w i th  wi-f i ,  sa te l l i te  TV,  k i t c h e n ­
et tes .  O n l y  fi fty-f ive mi les  to go! In  the  i n t e r i m ,  en t i r e  vi llages o f  
e i g h t e e n - f o o t  c a m p i n g  t rai lers  have been set  up  a lo n g s id e  newly-  
graveled s ide  roads ,  a p p a r e n t l y  in haste .  1 vaguely  recall  h ea r in g  
s o m e t h i n g  o n  the  r adio  a b o u t  a n a tu ra l  gas b o o m ,  or  was it oil? 
O u t s i d e  m y  w in d o w ,  a w o r k e r  s leeps in a f o l d - u p  c a m p i n g  chair ,  a 
n e w s p a p e r  d r a p e d  over  his head to s h ad e  h im  fr om  the  sw e l te r in g  
sun.
Ju s t  as I a l low mysel f  to relax, take  in the  cu r io s i t i e s  of the  
landscape ,  an d  forget  the  i m p e n d i n g  d o o m  of the  c h e c k p o i n t ,  a 
b ro w n  sign wi th  w h i t e  le t ters  w a rn s  o f  a s l o w - d o w n  in a q u a r t e r -  
mile.  I g l ance  back at  my  son.  Asleep.  M e a n i n g  th in g s  w o n  t be 
p r e t t y  if he wakes  up  u n ex pec ted ly .  Six s em i - t r a i l e r s  fo rm  a s ingle  
l ine in f r o n t  of me.  I t u r n  off the  s t ereo ,  a n d  Birdy tosses his head 
f rom o n e  s ide  to the  o ther .  I take  a de ep  b re a th ,  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  
the  first  t im e ,  n in e  years  ago,  I h ad  d r i ven  n o r t h  a n d  d i s c o v ­
ered the  c h e c k p o i n t ,  t u c k e d  away like a h u n t i n g  b l in d  sixty mi les 
n o r t h  of the  borde r .  A c h e c k p o i n t  ins ide  my o w n  co u n t r y ?  It had 
felt  l ike s o m e t h i n g  o u t  o f  B ag h d ad  o r  Pales t ine ,  the  sec u r i ty  ap-
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pa ra tu s  o f  a m il i t a ry  s ta te .  A lm ost  a decade  later, I can tell I ve 
b e c o m e  a c c u s to m e d  to it. T h e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  anger  I ’d felt b u r n i n g  
in my chest  then  has been d i lu t e d  in to  a general i zed feel ing of
a p a th e t i c  unease.
T h e  off icer  w ho  waves me forward is a La t ino  m an  w ho  
c a n ’t he o lde r  t han  tw e n ty - th re e .  His pa r tne r ,  an Anglo  m an  a b o u t  
the same age, holds  the leash of a dog,  no t  Cierman She phe rd ,  hu t  
a black dog  o f  no recogn izable  breed ,  tha t  sniffs at my tires. My 
dogs scu t t le  to the i r  feet,  still g e t t in g  the i r  hear ings.
“ U.S.  c i t iz en?” the officer  asks. He  has the air o f  s o m e o n e  
wi th  b e t t e r  th ings  to  he do ing .  I exhale .
“Yes, sir,” I say. 1 d o n ’t do  well with au th o r i ty .
T h e  sir waves us on ahead .  “ Have  a good  o n e , ” he says,
a lready look ing  tow ard  the  next car.
I pu t  my foot d ow n  on the  acce lera tor ,  never  hav in g  felt 
so rel ieved to  have been the benefi c ia ry  of racial pro f i l i ng .  In 
the  hack hack,  the  dogs resett le ,  ne g o t i a t i n g  the i r  pos i t ions  in 
the  l im it ed  space a l located to t h em .  T h e  same s tu n t e d  m esqu i te  
jung le  scrol ls past  my w indow .  T h e  same d i l a p id a t e d  t ra ilers .
“Take  Me O u t  to the Ba l lgam e,” Birdy croaks ,  eyes still 
c losed.  Som ehow ,  even in his s tate  o f  sem i-consc io usness ,  he has 
m anaged  to a p p r e h e n d  my t ransgre ss ion .  I pop  a n o th e r  m in t  in to  
my m o u t h  and  w o n d e r  w ha t  new c o u n t r y  1 have en te r ed ,  or  left 
b e h in d .
We spend  the  first n ight  in Hill  C o u n t r y ,  at a s ta te  park c a m p ­
g r o u n d  so p o p u l a r  that  you are issued a n u m b e r ,  D M V -s ty lc ,  and 
l ine up  in a seat-less lobby  where  a sign f lashes— or does not  
flash,  for the  first h a l f - h o u r — above a re in forced  w o o d e n  door .  
O u r  l inem a tes  warn  us tha t ,  a l t h o u g h  the Iexas Parks and  \X ild- 
life webs i te  boas ted  over  500  camps i te s ,  n o n e  will he available . 
Everyone  has m a d e  the i r  rese rvat ion m o n t h s  in advance .  I glance
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at my son,  on the precipice o f  a ca r - fa t igue- induced  t a n t r u m  for 
the last hour .  The next  green pine tree and t riangle  on the map  is 
ninety miles away.
At last, our  n u m b e r  flickers. T h e  besieged s u m m e r  in ­
tern beh ind  the w indow  apologet ical ly  assigns us a site in the 
pr imit ive sect ion.  Relieved,  we join the cu r ren t  of silver Civics 
and b u r g u n d y  Priuses w ind ing  thei r  way into the c a m pground .  
Apparent ly,  the en t i re  th i r ty s o m e th in g  p o p u la t ion  o f  Aust in  and 
their  offspr ing  has decam ped  here for the summer.  I see them  on 
our  t rip to the camp store to purchase fire wood  in the hear t  o f  
the main  "developed" c a m p g r o u n d .  We are in the shadow o f  a 
pos tcard-pe r fec t  gran i te  b lu f f  known nostalgical ly as O ld  Baldy. 
Cluster s  o f  smil ing  chi ld ren  frolic carefreely in the Frio River on 
rented  plastic inner tubes .
You want  to go home,"  my son in forms  me, repeatedly,  
f rom the back seat.
“W e’re c a m p in g ,” 1 say, a t t e m p t in g  to muste r  up some e n ­
thusiasm. I swerve to avoid a cabal o f  parents  s ipp ing  Blue M oons  
from the cup holders  o f  a i rc ra f t - insp ired jogging strol lers,  in the 
mi ddle  o f  the road.
“You want  to go h o m e ,” he repeats,  bu i ld ing  to a climax 
of whine  as the shr ieks  of happy  chi ld ren needle in to  my brain.  
O n e  of the pa ren ts  I am edging  by says so m e th in g  witty, and ev­
eryone  laughs.  I cringe, involuntar i ly .
I  his could have been yo u r life, a voice whispers  f rom s o m e ­
where inside my brain.  I f only you h a d n ’t been such a burro.
S h u t up, I answer.
You could s till  move to some place like  A ustin , the voice 
intones,  ignoring  me. Like yo u r brother a n d  yo u r sib lings-in-law . 
Like n ine-ten ths of yo u r gradua ting  class.
I ’m not my brother or my in-law s, I th in k ,  feel ing the heat  
rise. H a l f  o f my gradua ting  class is on Prozac.
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Som eplace in  the M idw est, maybe. Chicago, M inneapolis, 
St. L ou is? Closer to h o m e ...
I 'll pass, thanks. I prefer the road less traveled.
T h in k  o f  it: F air-trade groceries, fu n c t io n a l  schools, well- 
a d ju sted  children.
I 'm happy where I am.
Are y o u ?
Yes. I th in k  so. Yes.
You th in k  so? It's not too la te—
W ould the children o j these parents pee in  fr o n t  o j a fu c k in g  
Border Patrol officer?
“ You w an t  to go h o m e ! ’ Birdy cries. His  face reddens ,  
nos tr i ls  f lar ing. “You w an t  to go poop!
Back at the p r im i t ive  area, he goes in the woods ,  the pit  
toi le ts  hav in g  been d e e m e d  insuf f ic ien t .  I hankfu l ly ,  in con t ra s t  
to eve rvwhere  else, a lm os t  no one  is a ro u n d .  1 take this as a 
d o u b ly  good  th ing ,  s ince my p r im a ry  aim for o u r  family  c a m p i n g  
t r ip  is to no t  get in t roub le  on a c co u n t  o f  dog  ba rk ing ,  ch i l d ren  
cry ing ,  or  unseem ly  b re a k d o w n s  o f  pa ren tal  au thor i ty .
In search o f  d i s t r ac t io n ,  1 s t r ap  Birdy in to  ou r  t h r i h - s t o r e  
backpack  and  set ou t  to exp lore  the c a m p g r o u n d ,  a leash in each 
h a n d .  T h e r e  is on ly  one  o th e r  family ou t  o f  the tw e n ty  or  so 
sites. A y o u n g  L a t ino  fa the r  di rec ts  ou r  e n to u r a g e  to a pa th  that  
leads from a c a m ps i te  dow n  to a f ive-foot  ledge a b u t t i n g  the r iv­
er. A small  waterfal l  cascades di rec t ly  b e n e a th  the Expressway 83 
br idge ,  still r u m b l i n g  w'ith t raffic.  It is suff i c ient ly  u n p i c t u r e s q u c  
to n o t  a t t r ac t  a c rowd,  or  a n y o n e  else for tha t  mat ter .
We don ' t  s top  to take o f f  o u r  c lo thes .  T h e  wa te r  isn’t as 
cold as the n a m e  suggests .  In the deepes t  places,  it on ly  goes up 
to Bi rdy’s knees,  bu t  the c u r r e n t  is su rp r i s ing ly  s t rong .  He  picks 
his w a y  a lo ng  the  un e v e n  rocks b e ne a th  his shoes.  I resist the 
u rge— really, he resists it for m e — to c l ing  to his hand .  I u n h o o k
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the  dogs  f r om  the i r  leashes a n d  t ry  to spo t  h im ,  gym nas t i c s -s ty le .  
W h e n  he falls, in s t ead  o f  s c r e am in g ,  he squea ls  in d e l ig h t .  T h e  
c u r r e n t  carries  h im ,  legs e x t e n d e d  in f r o n t  o f  h im  at  a r ight  angle  
to his torso ,  q u i c k ly  d o w n s t r e a m .
"You’re s w i m m i n g , ” he cries.  “You’re s w i m m i n g  in the  
c u r r e n t ! ”
I c a n ’t tell il he is l a u g h i n g  or  sh iver ing .  I d o n ’t care.  I 
give t h a n k s  to the  l i qu id  go d  t h a t  has s u cc ee d e d  w h e re  a d a y ’s 
w o r t h  o f  Raffi,  Blow Pops,  a n d  PB & J has fa iled .  T h e  c l a u s t r o ­
p h o b i a ,  the  t e d i u m ,  the  p o t t y  anxiety ,  the  M o m m a l e s s n e s s — it's 
all w a sh e d  away, at least  for a few p re c io u s  m in u te s .
“O n e  m o r e  sw im ,  real q u i c k , ” Birdy says, w h e n  I f inal ly 
ca rry  h im ,  t ee th  c h a t t e r i n g ,  f lowerets  o f  p u r p l e  b l o o m i n g  across 
his cheeks ,  back to the  r i ve rbank .  “ O n e  m o re ,  real q u i c k . ”
I he s ign reads  P ain t  Rock,  p o p u l a t i o n  2 7 3 .  S o m e b o d y  has 
crossed  o u t  a fou r  in the  ones  c o l u m n  w i th  a Sh a rp i e  marker .  T h e  
next  to w n  is a n o t h e r  fifty mi les  or  m o r e  away. Birdy isn’t g o in g  
to m ak e  it. S ince  t he re  is no  sign o f  an y  c o m m e r c e  wha tsoever ,  I 
fo l low a s ign t h a t  reads “ P aint  Rock C i ty  S c h o o l s ” d o w n  w h a t  a p ­
pears to be a gravel  alleyway.  U n t i l  I realize t h a t  the  en t i r e  tow n  
is a gr id  o f  o n e - l a n e  gravel  al leyways .
Pa in t  Rock  C i ty  S choo l s  cons i s t s  o f  two b u i ld in g s .  T h e  
first  calls to m i n d  a d o l l h o u s e  ver s ion o f  a schoo l ,  as i f  it were 
d e s ig n e d  in an earl ier ,  p r e - v i t a m in - f o r t i f i e d - b r e a k f a s t - c e r e a l  era,  
w h e n  the  land was i n h a b i t e d  by a s m a l le r  race o f  p eo p le  the  size 
of p r e s e n t - d a y  ho rse  jockeys .  O r  m ay b e  the  p eo p le  were  so smal l 
bec ause  they  were s t a rv ing ,  like the  e m a c i a t e d  gray s teed  across  
the  s t ree t  f rom the  schoo l ,  nose  to  the  g r o u n d  as it g inge r l y  scav­
enges  t h r o u g h  fields o f  y e l l o w -n e ed led  nopales.
1 his b e in g  Iexas,  the  s e c o n d  b u i l d in g ,  a lm o s t  twice  the  
size of its s ib l ing,  is a b r a n d  s p a n k i n g  new  g y m n a s i u m .
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I park and  u n s t r a p  Birdy from his carseat .  It is hot. T h e  
Valley is one  o f  the  h o t t e s t  places on  ea r th ,  hu t  it feels ho t t e r  
here  somehow .  M aybe  i t ’s because  we have just s tepped  o u t  of 
a i r - c o n d i t i o n e d  c o m f o r t ,  o r  because  o f  the lack o f  any shade  a n y ­
where ,  or  because of the  fact tha t  there  doesn  t a ppear  to be a n y ­
one  a r o u n d  anyw here ,  or  an y th in g  even, unless  you c o u n t  the 
horse  tha t  appears  to have been left on its own to die.
Except  tha t  this isn’t t rue .  “ H o w d y , ’ a voice says, f rom 
som e w here  on  the  o t h e r  s ide of the car. I s q u in t .  A w o m a n ,  her  
back still facing away from us as she hangs  l a u n d r y  o n t o  a rusted 
metal  l ine,  looks back in o u r  d i r e c t ion ,  gray hair  b low ing  across 
her  face. N o t  on ly  is it ho t ,  i t ’s windy,  too.  T h e  breeze feels like 
s o m e b o d y  o p e n e d  an oven door .
"Hi .  If there  was ever any d o u b t  a b o u t  how  to proceed ,  
my son has resolved it. H e  is s p r i n t i n g  bare foot  in the d i re c ­
t ion  of the  horse,  hav in g  wr iggled away before  I cou ld  slip his 
shoes on.  The w o m a n  tu rns .  She is wea r in g  a pair  o f  s ho r t  p ink  
jogg ing shor t s  a nd  a w h i te  t -sh ir t  adver t is ing  o n e  o f  the lesser- 
k n o w n  C a r ib b e a n  islands,  the  sleeves r ipped  off. Her  sk in,  dark  
and  freckled,  is like a n o t h e r  layer of c lo th ing .  She cou ld  be sixty 
and  she cou ld  be th ir ty- f ive.  She d o e s n ’t say a n y th i n g  m ore ,  as if 
my mere p resence  in Pa in t  Rock is e n o u g h  o f  a ques t ion .
I expla in  where  w e ’ve c o m e  from, where  w e r e  headed .  
She nods  un respons ive ly  a nd  says she needs to run back in to  the 
house .  W h i l e  we wai t ,  I play de fense— knees c ro u c h e d ,  hands  
at the  ready, wove your fret, move y o u r  fe e t— as Birdy a t t e m p t s  to 
grab  o n t o  the  ba rbed  wire  fence se pa ra t ing  him from the horse 
pas ture .  I have w arned  h im  five t imes no t  to t o u c h  it. T h e  horse 
a p p ro a c h e s  us, m a k i n g  eye c o n ta c t  with my son.  Its jaw p a n t o ­
m im es  a s l a n t in g  m o t i o n  o f  chew ing .  “ H e  d o e s n ’t l is ten well,
I hear  Laura saying, on days w h e n  I have graded  s tu d e n t  essays 
u n t i l  too  late in the  even ing ,  and  she has reached  her  w i t ’s end .  I
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was supposed  to call her last n igh t  f rom the s ta te  park,  bu t  there 
w asn’t any service. I f igured I wou ld  call her here,  at ou r  first 
s top.  No  service in Paint  Rock,  either.
W h e n  the w o m a n  final ly reappears ,  she is carrying  a bag 
o f  f reezer-sect ion soft pretzels.  From ou t  o f  nowhere,  an ent ire  
herd o f  brown and  whi te  goats materia lizes ,  look ing  dec idedly  
be t te r  fed than their  e qu ine  c o u n t e r p a r t — when  I asked,  for my 
son’s benefi t ,  if the horse cou ld  be pe t t ed ,  the w o m a n  had re­
s ponde d  with a l ibe r ta r ian shrug.  N o t m ine. She hands  a pretzel 
to Birdy. He knows  w ha t  to do. "I 'm having lu n c h ,” he screams, 
as he spends  the next  five m inu te s  e m p ty in g  the pretzel  bag.
The s u m m e r t im e  s ta ff  o f  Paint  Rock Ci ty  Schools  em e rg ­
es f rom the school ,  a p p ro a c h in g  the pasture .  In as few words  as 
h u m a n ly  possible,  we are a ler ted to the presence o f  a picnic  table,  
a shelter,  a p layground .  T h e  people  o f  Paint  Rock have a way 
o f  be ing fr iendly w i t h o u t  be tr ay ing  any ou tw a rd  ind ic a t i on  o f  
f r iendl iness .  Before long, we have bid farewell to the goat  lady 
and  are set up in unexpec ted  luxury  in the school  pl ayground .  
Birdy scutt les  up and dow n  a last bast ion  o f  lawsu i t - ind if feren t  
c l im b ing  e q u ip m e n t ,  while  I a t t e m p t  to channel  my inner  goat 
and  ingest a s opp ing-w e t  tuna  sandwich  by chewing  as l it tle as 
possible.
I daydream  a b o u t  te l l ing Laura,  when  I f inally reach her, 
that  I w an t  to move to Paint  Rock.  A bou t  wha t  it wou ld  be like 
to raise a child  in a place where  words  are so manifest ly  p a t h e t ­
ic in the presence o f  so m uch  no th ingness  lu rk ing  a ro u n d  their  
margins .  Part o f  me s incerely want s  to f ind out .  I imagine  the 
bem used  look on her  face, followed in sequence  by the m o m e n t  
of r ec ogn i t ion— oh no, he's h a l f  serious— and the know ing  my hus­
b and  is crazy, b u t no t th a t crazy.
Then again,  isn’t this what  people  t h in k  o f  us already, 
having moved across the c o u n t r y  to a place that  mos t  Midwest-
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e rnc r s — ourselves  i nc l uded ,  a decade  a go— don  t even k n o w exists.  
No t  t ha t  t he  Valley is really nowher e .  A mi l l i on  people  live there,  
for cry i ng  o u t  l oud.  N o w h e r e  is a m a t t e r  o f  pe r cep t i on ,  not  reality.
A flash of o r ange  dar t s  above me.  1 qu i ck l y  scan the  sky, 
blue  in n a me  only,  l ike t he  color  o f  old jeans washed  too m a n y  
t imes .  An oriole! Its breast  is s o m e h o w  more  o r ange  t han  I d 
i ma g i ne d ,  the  color  of the  H - E - B  mac - n -cheese  s towed away in the 
t o p p e r  for the  n i g h t ’s d i nner .  Before I can call Bi rdy’s a t t e n t i o n ,  
t h o u g h ,  i t ’s gone.
“ I saw an or io l e , ” I say.
“An oriole! he exclaims,  no t  even ne e d i ng  to see it wi t h  his 
own eyes. I he g l owi ng  wor l d  o f  his i ma g i na t i on  blazes,  even if all 
he has to spark the f lames is a wor d ,  a coded  f l icker  o f  the  c r owded  
al leyways o f  the  sky.
W h e n  I f inal ly get  a hold o f  Laura,  we are at a o n e - p u m p  gas s t a ­
t ion located at  a p o i n t  o n  the ma p  where  a t own appa r e n t l y  once  
s tood.  I tell her  th ings  are go i ng  s w i mm i n g l y — whi ch ,  relat ive to 
my expec t a t i ons ,  has been t rue.  T h e r e  have been no ful ly-real ized 
m e l t d o wn s ,  no m o m e n t s  o f  exis tent ial  despai r .  We re d o i n g  great!
Five hour s  later,  as t he  sun inches  t oward  an imposs ib ly  flat 
ho r i z on  l ine,  I am still dr iv ing,  having  c o m m i t t e d  my first  cri t ical  
e r ror  of the  t rip:  I have und e r e s t i m a t e d  the  i nes t i mab l e  vastness 
t ha t  is Iexas.  A mer e  inch on  the road atlas requi res  a full h o u r  to 
cover,  and  there  are no o t h e r  c a m p g r o u n d s  for a full t hree  inches.  
My son wakes  f rom his a f t e r noon  nap  a nd  we begin the slow as­
cent  to his I -can t - b e - i n - t h e - ca r - o n e - mo r e - i n s t a n t  b r eak i ng  po i n t .
I f ind mysel f  i ma g i n i n g  some  a l t e rna t e  map  scale in whi ch  m e a ­
su r e me n t s  c o r r e s p o n d  not  to mi les  bu t  to e mo t i o n a l  state.  Q uarter  
inch— optim ism . H a l f  inch— doubt. Inch— despair. Inch -and-a -  
ha lf— / am  question ing  my fitness as a parent.  And  so on.
W h e n  we f inal ly arr ive at the  c a m p g r o u n d ,  the  sun al ready
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a de ep  red orb ,  I c o m m i t  m y  s e c o n d  cr i t ica l  e r ro r  o f  the  t r ip :  I 
dr ive  an ex t ra  t w e n t y  m i n u t e s  to f ind  the  per fec t  ca m p s i t e .  Leav­
ing b e h i n d  the  f a i r -h a i re d  pla ins  o f  W est  Texas,  we d e s c e n d  in to  
a red M a r t i a n  l an d s ca p e  o f  i n d e s c r ib a b le  b e a u ty  a n d  de so la te ness .  
T h o u s a n d - f o o t  de ep  c a n y o n s  cr isscross  the  ea r th  in t ragic,  q u i l t ­
like p a t t e r n s ,  ca rved  by w a te r  t h a t  m u s t  exist  o n ly  in the  c o n j e c ­
tures  o f  a l ien  sc i en t i s t s  p ee r in g  d o w n  at  us t h r o u g h  the  lenses  of 
te lescopes  on  s o m e  d i s t a n t  p l ane t .
“You w a n t  to go h o o o o o m e , ” Birdy m an ag e s  to  exhale ,  
b e tw e en  sobs.  H e  d ra ws  o u t  the  last  w o rd  w i th  a s lo p in g  u p t i c k  
as p r e c i p i t o u s  as the  ca n y o n s  walls b e n e a t h  us. T h e  car  p e r f o r m s  
w h a t  feels l ike several  f igure  e ight s  in succ ess ion .  B o rd e red  on 
e i th e r  s ide o f  the  r idge  by shee r  h u n d r e d - f o o t  d ro p - o f f s ,  my  fists 
c l ench  a r o u n d  the  s t e e r in g  wheel  in a d e a th  grip.
“ D a d d y  needs  to c o n c e n t r a t e , ” I say, u n c o n s c io u s l y  v io l a t ­
ing my n e w - p a r e n t  vow to n o t  talk in t h i rd  pe rson .
“C o n c e n t r a t e ,  c o n c e n t r a t e ,  c o n c e n t r a t e , ” he par ro t s .  A n d  
c o n t i n u e s  p a r r o t i n g  for  the  nex t  t w e n t y  m i n u te s .  H o w  long  
w o u l d  it take  s o m e o n e  to f ind  us here,  at  the  b o t t o m  o f  the  c a n ­
yon? A day? A week? A m o n t h ?  W o u l d  th ey  ever f ind  us?
In a n o t h e r  life, t he  c a m p s i t e  we f inal ly  ar r ive at  w o u ld  
have been pe r fec t ,  a p e n i n s u l a r  o u t c r o p p i n g  th a t  levitates  hal fway 
b e tw e e n  the  jagged tears o f  the  r idges a n d  the  s n a k i n g  pa th  o f  the  
ca n y o n  floor.  T h e r e  is no  o n e  else at  the  c a m p g r o u n d ,  poss ib ly  
for m a n y  miles .  It feels a lm o s t  g l u t t o n o u s .  All th is  view, all this 
so l i tu d e ,  all for  us a lone .
But  t he re  is a t e n t  to be set up ,  a fire to be laid a n d  th en  
set as ide ,  an i n c o n s o la b ly  h o m e s i c k  son to sh o o  away f r om  the  
s en t ry  cact i  g u a r d i n g  vast  ch a sm s  o f  n o t h i n g .  In the  en d ,  we are 
re d u ced  to me h o l d i n g  Birdy in my a r m s  as we eat  a p acke t  of 
m a c a ro n i  cheese  d u m p e d  in a p o t  o f  co ld  water .  Birdy sni ff les 
as I s p o o n  it i n to  his m o u t h  w i th  my left h a n d .  W i t h  my r ight ,
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I h o l d  a s t i ck  a n d  d r aw,  at  hi s  d i r e c t i o n ,  t h e  o u t l i n e s  o f  h e r o n s  
a n d  egre t s ,  i n s c r i b e d  in t h e  e a r t h  l ike p e t r o g l y p h s  f r o m a d i s t a n t  
a q u e o u s  age.
I h e r e  is n o  w a t e r  at  t h e  si te.  Before  I p u t  h i m  to b e d ,  I 
a t t e m p t  t o  wa s h  o f f  t h e  l ayer  o f  c l a y - d u s t  t h a t  has  a c c u m u l a t e d  
I ove r  hi s  e n t i r e  b o d y  by  h o l d i n g  h i m  u n d e r  t h e  s p o u t  of  o u r  b l u e  
. t r a v e l i n g  t h e r m o s .  It is d u s k .  W i t h o u t  w a r n i n g ,  a n d  in a m a t t e r  
I o f  s e c o n d s ,  t h e  e n t i r e  c a m p g r o u n d  is i n v a d e d  by a m u l t i t u d e  o f  
t r a n s l u c e n t  m o t h s ,  e a c h  bea t  o f  t h e i r  w i n g s  a t i n y  b r u s h  o f  c r e ­
p u s c u l a r  l i ght .
1 he  red e a r t h .  1 he  t en t .  I he  u n l i t  fi re.  T h e  p a n t i n g  
; dogs .  M y  s on ,  w r i t h i n g  a n d  n a k e d  in m y  a r ms .  E v e r y t h i n g  is 
I s u f f u s e d  in t h i s  p u l s i n g ,  o t h e r - w o r l d l y  h a l o  of l i ght .  In a f o r m e r  
l ife,  I m i g h t  have  b e e n  o v e r c o m e  by a s u b l i m e  f ee l i ng  o f  c a l m,  
j o r  w o n d e r ,  o r  b i t t e r s w e e t  a w a r e n e s s  o f  m y  o w n  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e  in 
! t h e  a w e s o m e  s we e p  o f  t h e  un i ve r s e .  Now' ,  as I t r a n s p o r t  m y  son  
t h r o u g h  a mys t i c a l ,  g o l d e n - w i n g e d  c l o u d ,  all 1 can  feel is a n ­
n o y e d .  A n n o y e d  a n d  t i r ed .  B e a u t y  t akes  a b a c k s e a t  t o  pot t y ,  
I t o o t h b r u s h ,  s t ory ,  bed .
By t h e  t i m e  he  f i na l ly  falls as l eep,  t h e  s u n  has  set .  T h e  
| m o t h s  h a v e  g o n e  w i t h  it,  d i s a p p e a r i n g  as a b r u p t l y  as t h e y  f i rst  
a p p e a r e d .  I n d i s t i n c t  o u t l i n e s  of  c l o u d s  s wee p  ac ross  t h e  fast -  
d a r k e n i n g  sky. I have  h e a r d  t h a t  he r e  in We s t  Iexas  is t h e  s t a r r i e s t  
p l ace  in N o r t h  Am e r i c a ,  o n  a c c o u n t  of  o u r  d i s t a n c e  f r o m a n y  big  
ci ty,  b u t  t o n i g h t  t h e r e  is n o t  a s t a r  to be seen .  N o  m o o n ,  e i t he r ,  
b u t  t h a t  d o e s n ’t s t o p  t h e  c o y o t e s  f r o m  b a y i n g  at  s o m e  h e r e d i t a r y  
idea  of it. I h e i r  h o wl s  e c h o  f r o m c a n y o n  face to c a n y o n  face u n -  
j til t h e r e  are h u n d r e d s  of  t h e m ,  ca l l i n g  to us f r o m  eve ry  p o s s i b l e  
a n g l e  a n d  d i r e c t i o n .  I h ad  p l a n n e d  to  let t h e  d o g s  s l eep o u t s i d e ,  
t i ed  to t h e  s u n  s h a d e ,  b u t  1 c h a n g e  m y  m i n d  a n d  i nv i t e  t h e m  i n t o  
t h e  t e n t .  We  h u d d l e  u p ,  t h e  f o u r  o f  us,  as t h e  t e m p e r a t u r e  b e g i n s  
to d r o p .  Bi rdy f l ings  h i ms e l f  a r o u n d  for  a l i t t l e  w hi le,  t h e n  se t t l es
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dow n.  T h e  dogs quiver  against  my s t o m a c h — from the cold or 
the coyotes ,  I ’m no t  sure which .  In the blackest ,  lonel ies t  n igh t  
on the c o n t i n e n t ,  I l is ten to my s on ’s gent le  b r e a th in g  a n d  wait  
for sleep to come.
At mile  851 o f  the t rip,  having  r e tu rn ed  from the canyon  to the 
great landm ark - le ss  plains  o f  West Texas,  I reach my break ing  
po in t .  I dec ide  tha t  I prefer  a fu l l -on t a n t r u m  to a n o th e r  ro u n d  
o f  “Take Me O u t  to the Ba l lgame,” which  we have now l is tened 
to consecu t ive ly  a pp rox im a te ly  748  t imes.  Birdy in s tan t ly  s tarts 
sc reaming.  I loop t h ro u g h  a c a c o p h o n y  o f  C h r i s t i a n  s ta t ions  u n ­
til I arr ive at an o r p h a n  oldies  s ta t ion .  I jack up the vo lum e  and 
s ing along ,  in full voice,  to “ I C a n ’t G e t  No  S a t i s f a c t i o n . ’
We are s t rong-wi l l ed ,  the b o th  o f  us. I am ce r ta in  that  
the day will c om e  when  his resolve will prevai l,  bu t  for now m ine  
is s t ronger .  After  a ha l f  h o u r  o f  this , he falls asleep, tears still 
s t r eak ing  d ow n  his cheeks.  I feel no shame.
Laura is w a i t ing  for us ou t s ide  the a i rpo r t ,  ho ld in g  ou r  
d a u g h te r  Ana  G lo r ia  in her  carseat .  I have never been so h a ppy  to 
see a n o th e r  person  in my en t i re  life. Birdy wakes,  closes his eyes, 
opens  them  again.  “ I am here, ' '  he says.
“ R e m e m b e r  the days w h e n  we t raveled with one  backpack  
be tw een  the two o f  us?” Laura asks, as she f inishes  insta l l ing Ana 
G lo r ia ’s carseat and  begins  s tu f f ing  reusable  grocery  bags filled 
with clo thes  and  d iape rs  in to  every conceivable  crevasse. She sits 
in the f ron t  seat,  bu t  w i th in  five m in u te s  bo th  ch i ld ren  are c ry ing 
sympathe t i ca l ly ,  s t r a in ing  to be heard  over  the noise  o f  the other .  
She manages  to exchange  places wi th  a pile o f  bags, w e dg ing  h e r ­
self  be tw een  the two carseats . “ By the way, happy  b i r thda y ,” she 
says, as she s im u l ta ne ous ly  offers a breast  to Ana  Glo r ia  and  a box 
o f  raisins to Birdy. T h e  d in  from the back subsides.  I ’ve f o rg o t ­
ten.  Today  I tu rn  32.
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I he car's t r ip  o d o m e t e r  co m p le te s  its first t h o u s a n d  miles 
and  a u to m a t i c a l ly  resets to zero. “You’re go ing  on a t r ip , ’ Rirdy 
says, as i f e v e ry th ing  we have e n d u r e d  in the  past  tw o-an d -a -h a l f -  
days has been a long  d ream  from which  he— or  is it P. — is now 
waking .
We merge back o n t o  the highway,  and  im m ed ia te ly  we re 
passed by an e igh teen  wheeler .  T h e  d r iver  glances d o w n ,  looks 
back at the road. “T h a n k  god for t in t ed  w i n d o w s , ’’ Laura says, 
still nu r s in g  Ana  G lo r ia  in the backseat .
S o m e w h e re  at h ig h w a y ’s end ,  my m o th e r  tries to send 
b i r t h d a y  wishes t h ro u g h  a dead cell p h o n e .  M e an w h i l e  la carrosa 
flies across  West  Texas on a m in o r  h ighway  o f  imposs ib le  s t r a ig h t ­
ness. Laura  reaches up to massage my neck.  Ana  G lo r ia  is asleep 
already. “You’re go ing  to Amari l lo ,  Birdy says again,  t h o u g h  by 
now we've left it far b e h in d .  “You’re go ing  to see b i rds . ’’
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B r i a n  P h i l l i p  W h a l e n
NO TENGO
I Flew to Paris w i t h  my g i r l f r i e n d .  We stayed at a cheap hote l  at 
the edge o f  the Red L i g h t  D i s t r i c t .  O u r  conc ierge warned us not  
to w a lk  too close to doorways ,  somebody  m ig h t  pu l l  us in. O n  
ou r  last n ig h t  in the ci ty,  we ate d in n e r  at a cafe a lew b locks f r om  
ou r  hote l .  T h e  wai tress was the o w ner  and her husband the chef. 
T h e  place was decked o u t  in reds and greens, the tables made o f  
so l id oak. I ’d never eaten escargot.  It was de l ic ious.  M y  g i r l f r i e n d  
ordered us a b o t t le  o f  w h i t e  w ine ,  then a b o t t le  o f  red. She d rank  
most  o f  i t. W h e n  the b i l l  came,  I was a lmos t  d r u n k ,  b u t  i t  was the 
wai t ress w h o  fu m b le d  w i t h  the c red i t  card mach ine .  “ I t  w i l l  not  
opera te, ” she said. H e r  husband emerged f r o m  the k i t che n ,  his 
forearms decorated w i t h  m in ia tu r e  wheels o f  cut  chive. He,  too,  
fu m b le d  w i t h  the mach ine .  He shook  i t ,  he checked the batter ies.  
M y  g i r l f r i e n d  fo u n d  the w ho le  t h i n g  funny .  I fel t  her bare toes 
c ra w l in g  up m y  pant  leg. H e r  neck and chest were f lush.  “ Can 
you  b i l l  ou r  roo m ? ” I asked the wai tress, m y  pulse q u ic k e n in g .  I 
p o in ted  to the door ,  i n t e n d in g  the gesture to mean tha t  o u r  hotel  
was a b lock  in that  d i r ec t ion .  T h e  wai tress c lapped her hands. 
She seemed qu i te  pleased. Address ing her  husband in French,  she 
ret r ieved fo r  me my coat f r o m  the rack she’d hu ng  it  on when  
we ’d ar r ived,  then she disappeared in to  the k i tc hen .  I had the 
coat  on when the wai tress came back w i t h  a bo t t le  o f  C h ia n t i .  
She f i l l ed  m y  g i r l f r iend 's  glass, and my g i r l f r i e n d ,  w h o  fo u n d  all 
o f  th is h i l ar ious ,  f lashed me th igh  beneath her sk i r t  and raised 
her glass to toast me o u t  the door .  I t  was ra in ing .  I f o l low ed  the 
chef,  w h o  wore no coat.  He  spoke no Engl ish.  I he n ig h t  was cold  
and I fel t  a lmost  sober. I wa lked cau t i ous ly  in the street w h i le  the 
c he f  sought  cover  f r o m  the ra in  under  the s idewalk  awnings.  He 
eyed me queer ly.  I t r ied to exp la in  abou t  the doo rways  and the 
conc ierge and murder .  He d id  no t  unders tand.  It  was o n l y  when
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I u t t e r e d  “p u e r t o  o n  a w h i m  t h a t  we  d i s c o v e r e d  he  a n d  I s p o k e  
S p a n i s h ,  e n o u g h  to  c o m p l e t e  a h a n d f u l  o f  e x c h a n g e s .  1 t o l d  h i m ,  
m o r e  o r  less,  w h a t  t h e  c o n c i e r g e  h a d  sa id a b o u t  t h e  d o o r w a y s ,  
a n d  t h e  c h e f  w r a p p e d  hi s  h a n d s  a r o u n d  hi s  t h r o a t  a n d  let  his 
t o n g u e  rol l  o u t .  1 w e n t  a h e a d  a n d  j o i n e d  h i m  o n  t h e  s i d e wa l k .  
W e  a w n i n g - h o p p e d  for  several  b l o c k s  u n t i l  we  f o u n d  an A I M .  
T h e  c h e f  s t o o d  nex t  t o  me .  1 t y p e d  m y  p a s s c o d e  i n c o r r e c t l y  a n d  
m y  c a r d  s l id o u t .  M y  h a n d s  we r e  we t ,  t h e  b u t t o n s  we r e  s l i ck.  
T h e  c h e f  f r o w n e d  a n d  t o u c h e d  m y  s h o u l d e r ,  m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  
H e  s t a r t e d  t o  wa l k  off .  I f o r g o t  t h e  w o r d  a c c i d e n t e ,  so I ca l l ed  
ou t :  “ P o r  favor ,  t e n g o  d i n e r o !  J us t  t h e n  a tal l  m a n  in a d a r k  coa t  
e m e r g e d  f r o m  t h e  s h a d o w s  o n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  s i de  of t h e  s t r ee t .  I 
t y p e d  m y  p a s s c o d e  c o r r e c t l y  a n d  a m e n u  a p p e a r e d  o n  t h e  s c r een .  
Bu t  t h e  tall  m a n  in t h e  d a r k  c o a t  was  c r o s s i n g  t h e  s t r ee t ,  h e a d i n g  
s t r a i g h t  in o u r  d i r e c t i o n .  1 c a n c e l l e d  m y  t r a n s a c t i o n .  P o c k e t i n g  
m y  wa l l e t ,  I m o t i o n e d  for  t h e  m a n  in t h e  d a r k  c o a t  t o  go a h e a d .  
1 s t e p p e d  o u t  f r o m  u n d e r  t h e  a w n i n g  a n d  a p p r o a c h e d  t h e  chef .  
T h e  c h e f  g e s t u r e d  for  us t o  go,  b u t  1 t o u c h e d  hi s  a r m  a n d  sa id,  
sof t ly:  “u n  m o m e n t o . ” H e  w a i t e d ,  b u t  I d o u b t  he  u n d e r s t o o d .  I 
t h o u g h t  a b o u t  w r i n g i n g  m y  n e c k  o r  l o l l i ng  m y  t o n g u e ,  b u t  I felt  
e m b a r r a s s e d .  By n o w  t h e  ra in  h a d  w a s h e d  t h e  h e r b s  of f  t h e  c h e f  ’s 
a r ms .  M y  c o a t  was  s o a k e d  t h r o u g h ,  b u t  n e v e r t h e l e s s  I p u l l e d  t he  
co l l a r  t i g h t  a r o u n d  m y  t h r o a t .  T h e  ch e f  r e s u m e d  o u r  c o n v e r s a ­
t i on .  H o w  l ong ,  h e  a s k e d ,  h a d  1 h a d  b e e n  m a r r i e d ?  “ N o  e s p o s a , ” 
I sa id ,  a n d  in c o r r e c t i n g  h i m  1 t r i ed  t o  f i nd  t h e  S p a n i s h  w o r d s  to 
ex p l a i n  w i t h  s o m e  k i n d  o f  m e r i t  h o w  m y  g i r l f r i e n d  a n d  I h a d  jus t  
g r a d u a t e d  co l l ege ,  h o w  we  p l a n n e d  to  m o v e  t o g e t h e r  t o  C h i c a g o ,  
h o w  w e d  b o t h  f i n d s  j obs  a n d  e a r n  m o n e y  a n d  be  h a p p y  a n d  no  
m a t t e r  w h a t ,  w e ’d h a v e  each  o t h e r .  I t h i n k  he  u n d e r s t o o d .  H e  
s m i l e d  eve ry  t i m e  I sa id “a m o r .  Then  he  a s k e d  h o w  o l d  we  were ,  
a n d  I said “T w e n t y - t w o . ” H e  b u r s t  i n t o  l a u g h t e r ,  a n d  t h e  tal l  m a n  
in t h e  d a r k  c o a t ,  h a v i n g  f i n i s h e d  his  t r a n s a c t i o n ,  j o i n e d  us  in t h e
Whalen 189
street.  He said s o m e th ing  in French to the chef, and  the chef said 
s o m e th ing  back. The che f  po in ted  at me. Both men burst  into 
laughter.  Speaking rapidly, as if they were old friends who shared 
a sacred bond ,  the two men conversed in French while  I s tood  by 
and watched their  m o u th s  co n to r t  wildly in the d im- l i t  street.  
I he rain did not  let up. There were no red lights in this area. 
Everybody was a liar and a f raud. I s tepped  up to the ATM and 
slid my card into the slot. Behind me, the two men talked and 
laughed  and made  c o m m o t io n .  A m enu  appeared .  E N G L I S H ,  1 
selected. But I d i d n ’t use my passcode. Instead, 1 inpu t  r andom  
numbers .  My card slid ou t ,  and I slid it in again.  I punc he d  a n ­
o the r  set o f  r andom  numbers .  My hands were cold from the rain 
and when I pushed my f inger hard against the bu t to n s  no blood 
showed beneath the nail. I repeated my t ransact ion  six, maybe 
seven t imes.  The laughing  had s to pped  by now. I pu t  my card 
back in my wallet ,  and  when I tu rned  a round  I saw the tall man  
walk ing off. He d i sappeared a ro u n d  a corner . T h e  che f  was wa i t ­
ing, sopp ing  wet  but  smiling.  He tu rned  his palms face up. “No 
tengo , ’ I answered. We headed back the way w e’d come.  The chef 
asked me ques t ions  bu t  I acted like I did not  unde rs t and .  I had 
this feeling. I c o u ld n ’t shake the image o f  my girl f r iend,  flush and 
d r u n k  on stolen wine, wai t ing alone, and as I walked with the 
che f  in the rain I knew for cer ta in  that  she wasn’t mine  and that  
I ’d take her anyway.
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